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By the Numbers 


Chris Owen and Tory Temple 


One 


The sun was starting to go down, but the heat from the 
day was lingering. The air wasn't muggy or oppressive, and 
a breeze coming up from the ocean a mile or so away 
helped to keep Deuce from overheating as he rode his bike 
home. He'd be a lot happier after dark when his energy 
picked up. He was looking forward to going out for his 
evening walk with Q; walking the dog was a lot more fun 
than riding his bike in commuter traffic. 


He turned onto a street a block from his apartment 
building and pedaled hard, working his way up an incline to 
his secret shortcut through an alley. He'd been doing this 
ride for months, and his body was showing it, finally. Deuce 
had been starting to wonder when his legs would show 
some definition, and then suddenly there it was. He was still 
working at his abs, but for the most part he was pleased 


with no longer looking like he sat at a desk all day. 


In the alley he could go even faster, and he made a 
sport of zigzagging around objects while trying not to smell 
what they were. Sirens were drowning out the honking of 
horns behind him, and it took Deuce a moment or two to 
realize they weren't screaming past, fading into the 
distance. He had no idea if they were police, fire or 
ambulance, but whatever was going on had to be pretty big. 
Given the way the sound was echoing off the walls around 
him, he couldn't tell where the commotion was, so he kept 
pedaling and hoped he wouldn't shoot out into the middle of 
a bank robbery or something. As the thought occurred to 
him, he slowed down enough to come out of the alley onto 
his own street at a sedate pace. 


"Jesus." He braked hard and looked around, not even 
bothering to count the number of fire trucks. There were 
more than five, and that was all he needed to know. He 
spotted a couple of police cars, too, and an ambulance 
down at the far end of the street, past where his building 
was. Slowly, Deuce started to ride again, weaving through 
the gathering crowd and trying to see over the heads as he 
made his way home. He couldn't make out what was going 
on, but given the ladder trucks and all the hoses out, he was 
willing to bet it wasn't a car accident. 


The crowd grew thick, and he had to ride up on the 
property across from his building to get around them but 
was stopped by cement steps protruding from the building. 
With a muttered curse he got off the bike. "Excuse me," he 
said, already moving between a woman clutching her 
shopping bag and a man standing with his hands shoved 
into his jeans pockets. "I said excuse me." 


The man reluctantly took half a step aside and Deuce 
walked his bike ahead and then around a few other 
individuals. He knew people could be gawkers, but this was 
ridiculous. If they would just move, he could find a way 
around the trucks and into his own building, making one less 
person standing around and getting in the way. Besides, he 
needed to get to Q; she'd be going nuts with all the noise. 


“Let me through, please," he said again, and finally he 
broke through to the front line, right by the fire trucks. He 
started looking for a way to get to his apartment, but a big 
hand attached to a big cop stopped him. 


"Sorry, sir. No one's allowed past here. Let the fire 
department work." 


"I'm just trying to get out of the way," Deuce said 
mildly. "One less person, you know. | live..." He trailed off, 
looking up. "SHIT." He dropped his bike and his mild manner 
at the same time, and the cop made a grab for him. "Let me 
go! Q! I need to get in there!" 


Smoke was pouring out of windows, through doors, and 
Deuce's vision narrowed until all he could see was his 
apartment. "Let me go!" 


The cop was yelling at him, and then there were two 
holding onto him, demanding to Know who was inside, what 
apartment. They wouldn't let him go, and Deuce couldn't 
make the words come out. He swore he could hear her 
barking. "Q! My dog. She's locked in the bedroom. She's 


pregnant!" 


"What number?" He didn't know who asked, didn't 
care. 


"Six. Second floor, on the right." He made himself stop 
pulling at the cops, mostly because someone was going 
toward the building, someone in fire gear who could actually 
help, but also because the police weren't going to be patient 
with him for very long. 


"Stay here," one of the cops, the second one, ordered. 
"You don't move, understood? If you head to that building, 
I'll put you in cuffs and throw you in a patrol car." 


Deuce nodded, not even looking at him. He was pretty 
sure the cop couldn't do that, but he wasn't about to find 
out. He just watched the apartment, his big front window 


that looked like it had maybe blown out or been smashed in. 
"Q," he whispered. Then he made himself shut up and wait. 


..and wait, and wait. It felt like a year had passed 
before he finally saw the firefighter emerge again, and by 
that time the building had become almost totally obscured 
by the thick, dirty smoke. Too many people were still in his 
way and he couldn't tell if the fireman had found his poor Q, 
her belly swollen with pups. 


He craned his neck and stood on tiptoe, trying to peer 
past the police officer that was keeping him from dashing to 
his building. Had the firefighter gotten to her? And had it 
been in time? Deuce was just on the verge of saying fuck it 
and risking arrest, but suddenly the flock of people in front 
of him melted away and he was face to face with a pair of 
strong arms that cradled his pregnant dog. 


"Q!" He reached out his arms to take the squirming, 
panting mutt. "Is she okay? Are you?" 


Q's tongue lolled, and she whined and wiggled until he 
put her down. Holding onto her collar, Deuce crouched down 
next to her and looked up at the firefighter. "Thank you. 
God, | can't even tell you." He petted Q with one hand, 
made her sit, and held on tight. "Thank you," he repeated. 


The firefighter had already taken off his mask, and now 
he did the same to his helmet and wiped at his forehead. He 
nodded at Deuce and leaned down to give her a pat. "She's 
a nice girl. Came right to me and let me pick her up." 


"She wasn't real scared?" Deuce noticed his own hand 
was Shaking and he reached up to push it through his hair to 
make it stop. His knuckles hit his bike helmet though, and 
he let out a shaky breath before undoing the snap and 
taking the helmet off. "I'm a mess. Thank you so much, 
again." 


"She was a little scared." The man shrugged and 
petted Q's head again, his gloves still on. "But not like some 
pets I've tried to grab. Got bit right through my turnouts 
once by some little yappy dog." 


"What's your name?" 


“Trey Donovan. And she Is...?" 


"Q. Well, her vet papers still say Cutie, but that's a 
stupid name. | got her about two years ago, after a break 
up, and took the liberty of cooling her up." Deuce gently 
stroked her belly. "She got loose on me, though." 


The corner of Trey's mouth lifted as he gazed at the 
dog's stomach. "She wasn't spayed, obviously. Don't you 
listen to what Bob Barker tells you?" 


Deuce didn't blush, but he did nod contritely. "Lesson 
learned, for sure. It'll be taken care of as soon as she's 
ready. I'm not sure how long we have to wait after the 
puppies come, but the vet will tell me. | hope they're okay." 


Q whined again and looked at them both, her tail 
thumping on the ground. She was still panting, and Deuce 
decided he'd have to find some water for her really soon. 


Someone was yelling for Trey, who glanced over his 
shoulder and nodded. He gave one last pat to Q and shifted 
his helmet to under his other arm. "Good luck getting rid of 
the puppies," he laughed. "My kid would love one." Then he 
turned and headed back in the direction from which he'd 
come, presumably to do something else heroic. 


"Your kid is totally getting one," Deuce said, mostly to 
Q. "Right? Right." He watched Trey talk to someone and 


then vanish into the smoke, but not before he saw the big 
'11' on Trey's helmet. "We'll track him down." 


He got up and held onto Q's collar, stooping slightly as 
they walked. His bike was totally forgotten until a voice 
called his name and he looked up to see the woman from 
across the hall waving at him. 


"I'll be right back," he called back. "I need to find a 
bowl for Q." And then he could start trying to figure out what 
the hell had happened to his apartment and how long it 
would be before he was allowed to go in for his stuff. 


Two 


A week and a half later, Trey walked into work to find 
his usual captain had called in sick and he was now faced 
with spending the day with a guy he hated. Well, 'hated' 
wasn't really the right word, since Trey didn't hate anyone, 
even his bitch of an ex-wife. But this overtime captain was a 
real pain in his ass. Lazy, entitled, argumentative. 
Everything Trey loathed. 


Trey hadn't slept well the night before, which wouldn't 
help matters. He grabbed one of the doughnuts from the 
box on the breakfast table before going straight to his bunk 
to put sheets on his bed. Once that chore was finished, he 
shoved his gear bag in his locker and sat down to eat his 
doughnut. At least the rainbow sprinkles on top were 
cheerful. 


"You hiding, too? Smart man." Jim Weathers poked his 
head into Trey's dorm with a stony expression. "I'm going to 
kill Chance for calling in sick. He says it's the last overtime 
day that Thompson owes him, and he’d better be right." 


A sprinkle escaped from the top of the doughnut and 
landed on his bed. Trey rescued it with his thumb and 
forefinger and sighed. "Whatever. I'll hide in here until | 
can't anymore. Did you start chores yet?" Every fireman in 
the station had jobs to do as soon as they reported to work 
in the morning. Medics had to check the drug box, engineers 
had to inspect the engine, and firefighters with no other 
rank, like Trey, were responsible for checking out their own 
breathing apparatus and the first aid kits. Then there was 
the station cleaning to do, but Trey usually put that off as 
long as possible. Cleaning bathrooms sucked no matter 
where you were. 


“About to. I'll meet you out there." Jim saluted and took 
off, likely avoiding the kitchen where Captain Skeet 
Thompson was probably holding court at the table. 


Trey lay back on his made bed, allowing himself five 
minutes of morning quiet. The damn phone call from Holly 
right before he'd gone to sleep had made for a restless 
night. He longed for the day when he and Holly wouldn't 
argue about whose turn it was to have Lacey so Trey 
wouldn't have to beg, steal, or borrow time with his 
daughter, but until then, he'd have to suffer through Holly's 
phone calls. 


Knowing he couldn't put off chores any longer, Trey 
heaved himself off the bed and slipped out the station's side 
door to the big driveway that currently held one of Station 
Eleven's two fire engines and a fire truck. Checking out his 
equipment and space on the rig was most important, so he 
began with that. 


He took his time about it. The other choice was rushing 
through it and then going back to hide in his dorm until a 
call came through, so might as well go slow and enjoy the 
sunshine while he was out here. As long as he was through 
by lunchtime, it wouldn't matter how long it took. 


Jim came to the door of the garage and peered out at 
Trey. "Visitor for you, Donovan. There's a guy at the front 
door." 


"What? Who?" Trey didn't move from his seat on the 
engine where he was going through the first aid kit. 


"Dunno." Jim didn't look like he cared, either. "Rang the 
bell, asked for you. Doesn't look like a killer, but you never 
know. Hey, I think we're getting ready to go shop for food." 
He shrugged and disappeared back into the station. 


Weird. Trey put the first aid kit back together and 
hopped down, making his way inside and heading for the 
front door of the firehouse. When he got there he found the 
promised visitor standing with one shoulder on a wall, his 
hands shoved into jeans that looked worn almost to death. 
He looked vaguely familiar, but Trey couldn't place him right 


away. 


"Oh, hey." The man stood up straight and smiled at 
him. He had very white teeth or a very tanned face. He 
thrust one hand out to shake and the other pushed dark hair 
off his forehead. "Mr. Donovan. I'm glad | found you. | 
wanted to say thank you, again, for saving my dog." 


His dog? Trey blinked. He had no idea what the guy was 
talking ab-- 


"Oh!" Recognition dawned in a rush. "The guy with the 
dog who got herself in trouble. Q, not short for Cutie." Trey 
grinned. "Sorry. | was busy that day." It occurred to Trey that 
although he knew the dog's name, the man in front of him 
was still nameless. "And you're...?" 


"Nathaniel. Nathaniel Stoller." He got another smile. 


"Six puppies. Can you imagine? Six." He seemed completely 
in awe. 


"Six? Holy cow." Trey hadn't even known dogs could 
hold that many puppies. Of course, if those fame-whore 
moms he saw on TV were any indication, there was clearly 
no limit to the number of babies a mammal could carry. 
"Congratulations, | guess. Uh... you want to come in? Take 
the school field trip tour?" 


“Sure, if you have time." Nathaniel put his hands back 
into his pockets. "I mostly just came by to tell you that 
you've got the pick of the litter. You know, for your kid. 
There's girls and boys, and they're real cute. | think the 
father was a lab. Maybe a retriever." 


Trey laughed. "That's a nice offer, but | don't have time 
for a dog." He gestured around him in a vague way. "Twenty- 
four hour shifts would leave a dog alone for too long. Got 
any nice goldfish babies | could have?" 


"Sorry, Q doesn't like fish. Your wife, maybe?" Nathaniel 
looked hopeful. "Six puppies, man. Six." 


He looked so earnest that Trey had to laugh again. 
“There is no wife." Thank God. "Can you, | don't know, raise 
a puppy for me until it's old enough not to chew stuff if | 
leave it alone overnight?" 


For a moment Nathaniel looked like he was considering 
it but then he shook his head. "That's a pretty long term 
commitment. How old is your kid? Old enough to walk a 
dog?" This time it was more of a tease. 


"Not one Q's size. She's seven, but kind of little. Was a 
preemie baby and just never really grew out of it." Why was 
he offering that much information about Lacey? He usually 
kept as quiet as possible about her. "I'd love a picture of the 


puppies, though. So, tour?" 


"Tour." Nathaniel nodded and followed along. "You can 
come and see them, if you want. You're their godfather. 
They're really tiny right now and can't leave Q. They're 
driving me crazy." He was still smiling, though, his face soft. 
He looked puppy smitten. 


"Godfather? That's a first. Did Q have any say in that?" 
He pushed open the door to the captain's office before 
remembering Chance wasn't there. Skeet looked up from 
the desk, clearly annoyed that someone had invaded his 
inner sanctum without knocking. "Whoops. Sorry. Just 
showing someone around." Trey pulled the door shut again 
and moved down the hall to where the computer printer was 
busily spitting out call sheets. "These are all the 
emergencies happening in the department right now." 


"Holy crap." Nathaniel stared at the sheets. "And that's 
not a major city disaster or something?" 


He picked up a sheet of paper and pointed to the typed 
words that said TRIPPED SPRINKLER ALARM. "Not so much. 
Anything that gets called into 911 is recorded. Remember 
that the next time you accidentally call 911 instead of 411 
for Information." 


"| hate 411. They make me feel dumb." Nathaniel 
looked around once more and nodded. "I suppose that every 
station is getting these printouts? Then what happens?" 


"A lot of trees die for nothing." Trey put the paper back 
into its nice pile and left the computer alone to do its job. "If 
we get a call, no one looks here to see what it is. They'll tell 
us over the loudspeaker when the call comes in." The next 
room was the kitchen and Trey gestured to the three 
refrigerators with a large A, B, and C on them. "Food." 


"Food is important. Very. Even more so when there's 


puppies, I'm finding. Q's going through a ton of it. Just in 
case you wanted to know I've got puppies up for grabs, | 
mean." Nathaniel grinned at him. "Are you an A, B or a C?" 


"C, thank God. A shift is too uptight, and B... well, they 
call them B-tards for a reason." Trey winced internally as 
soon as the words were out. Nothing was off-limits in the 
firehouse, but he forgot that sometimes when there were 
other people there. "Anyway, garage next." He ignored the 
remark about puppies for fear of actually getting convinced 
to take one. 


"This is the good part, right? The engines and trucks 
and dog-saving stuff? Which, by the way, | really am grateful 
for. And Q is, too. The apartment's trashed, did you know? 
It'll be another few months before we're allowed back in." 


"Some people think it's the good part, yeah." Trey 
smiled and pushed open the door to the garage bay. "And 
shit, that sucks for you guys. Where are you living?" He'd 
actually kind of thought the building would be condemned, 


but somehow they'd managed to Save it. 


Nathaniel made a face. "I'm in my best friend's guest 
room. Me and the dogs. It's pretty crappy, but what can | do, 
right? The insurance won't come through until I'm almost 
ready to move back in. Assuming, of course, that the 
rebuilding and decorating and stuff gets done on time." 


Trey strolled over to the row of wire-front lockers that 
held their gear. He usually didn't like giving the school tour 
thing, but it was kind of nice doing it for someone who 
asked smart questions. "That's some best friend. He likes 
dogs, | take it?" 


"He likes Q. | think the puppies are going to be a bit 
much. He's been staying at his girlfriend's a lot." Nathaniel 
was sticking right with him, looking around at everything. 
"You need to keep your gear and stuff in here?" 


"Yeah." Trey pointed at the colored tags on the lockers 
that indicated what shift and what rank of fireman had their 
gear in that particular locker. "Can't get mixed up this way. 
We used to just keep our gear in our seats on the rig, but 
sometimes overtime guys didn't do it that way and when 
there was a Call, we'd have to wait while they fished their 
stuff out of the locker. Now we just keep it all organized in 
there." He kind of preferred it that way, anyhow. All neat and 
uniform. "Is this boring yet?" 


"Hell, no. This is way, way more cool than where | work. 
The tour there would be more along the lines of, 'This is my 
desk. This is the bathroom. Oh, look, the break room. No 
one wiped the sink again, God.'" Nathaniel shrugged a 
Shoulder. "Plus, who didn't want to be fireman when they 
were a kid? This is neat." 


"Okay." Trey chuckled. "I live it, so sometimes pointing 
at my gear and refrigerators seems a little mundane." He 
turned to the engine and opened the side panel where the 
water discharge and intake valves were. "Hoses get hooked 
up here. Here's your lesson for today: fire engines have 
hoses, fire trucks have ladders." Trey pointed across the 
garage at the fire truck that held the enormous suspension 
ladder on top of it. "Don't mix them up." He winked at 


Nathaniel. "Test later." 


"| test well." Nathaniel looked from the engine to the 
truck. "Which do you ride?" 


"Engine." Trey nodded at it. "See the number eleven 
there? That engine's called 'double'. The two number ones, 
get it? And this engine" - he pointed at the other one in the 
huge garage - "that's engine one-eleven. ‘Triple’. And the 
truck is just the truck. Truckers are lazy," he added in a loud 
voice as one of them walked through the garage. Mason 
didn't even look in Trey's direction; he just flipped him off 
and kept going through to the dorms. 


Nathaniel snickered. "So, only one truck? Are there 
ever two? And you really work twenty-four hour shifts? 
That's crazy, man." 


"Never two. Engines respond more frequently to calls. 
Trucks are usually only called out for fires or big car 
accidents, since they have the tools. This is a busy station, 
but the truckers usually sleep all night while the engine 
guys could get up two or three times." He rolled his eyes. 
"So yeah, we're here all night. Twenty-four hours. Or forty- 
eight, with overtime." This was a hell of a lot more 
information than Trey usually gave out on the tours. 


"Wow. Makes it hard to have a social life, maybe?" 
Nathaniel was looking in the engine curiously. "Or to see 
your daughter, the poor puppy-less girl?" 


"We're off for four days in a row. | find time to go out." 
He grinned but omitted the fact that "going out" usually 
meant to the video store to grab a DVD. "And | have Lacey 
with me for every other four-day break and one weekend 
day." Not without a fight from Holly, though. 


Nathaniel frowned slightly. "That doesn't seem like a lot 
of time, but then | guess there's school and stuff to work 
around. You know what would help her get over having her 


daddy at work for all those nights?" 


"If you say a puppy, the tour's over." Trey laughed and 
strolled across the other side of the garage where the dorms 
were. 


"It's amazing how well you know me already," 
Nathaniel said as he followed along. "It's like a connection or 
something." 


"Tell you what." Trey pushed open the door that led to 
their bunk area. "I'll give you my ex-wife's phone number 
and you can discuss it with her. If she says yes, I'll take a 


puppy." 


"Is she scary?" Nathaniel grinned at him. "I mean to 
someone she wasn't married to. Generally scary, as 
opposed to ex-wife scary. And, you know, you can come see 


them anyway. Or at least let me take you out for a beer to 
say thank you for saving Q." 


Trey considered that for a minute. They were probably 
cute puppies, and it wasn't like his social calendar was 
overflowing. Besides, who the hell said no to beer? "Okay," 
Trey agreed, sort of surprising himself. "Sure. Puppies and 
beer. And | plead the fifth on the ex-wife question." 


Nathaniel smiled at him, showing his teeth and looking 
both pleased and surprised. "Awesome. No backing out. 
When's your next evening off?" 


“Tomorrow. After that, Thursday. Uhhh... here." Trey 
grabbed one of the numerous shift calendars off the bulletin 
board in the dorm hallway. "I'm green." The dates on the 
calendar were colored in accordance with whatever shift 
was scheduled to work. 


"Oh, cool." Nathaniel blinked at the chart. "Very orderly. 
| like it. | suppose it gets messy with overtime and shift 
trading, though?" He looked at the bulletin board and tore 
an inch or so off the bottom of a sheet. "Got a pen?" 


"I think in my bunk." Trey nudged his door open and 
went in, glad he'd already put the sheets on and hadn't left 
them in a heap. "Sometimes it can get confusing, but | 
guess I'm used to it after fifteen years. | was hired when | 
was twenty-three." His small foot locker at the end of the 
bed yielded a ballpoint pen, which he handed over. 


Nathaniel took the pen and scrawled on the slip of 
paper. "I suppose that after that long the job is just routine, 
huh? Here, this is the address and my cell. I'm there until... 
well, for the next while, anyway. But I'd love to see you 
tomorrow night." He offered the pen back, along with the 
paper. 


Trey took the number and studied it. Until now, he'd 


thought this was just a friendly offer. The guy wanted to say 
thanks; that had happened before, plenty of times. People 
brought stuff to the station or sent them cookies or 
whatever. But the majority of them didn't give out their 
phone numbers or say they'd love to see him. 


"All right, sure." Trey nodded and stuck the paper in his 
back pocket. "I'll give you a call tomorrow when | get off." 
He glanced up at Nathaniel and offered a smile. 


Nathaniel's smile grew. "I'd like that." He looked 
satisfied and a little amused, the corners of his eyes 
crinkling a bit more. "I look forward to it. There's a nice 
place just down the block from where I'm staying." 


"Sounds good." Trey nodded. "So, this is my room. 
Everyone else's room looks the same. Most of them are 
messy--" he was cut off by the sound of two soft chimes and 
a pleasant, automated female voice. 


“Engine eleven, respond to service. Engine eleven." 


Trey made a face. "That's us. You're welcome to wait 
for me, but | don't know how long l'Il be." He was already 
moving to the door and grinned when he saw Jim come 
stalking out of the showers, soaking wet and muttering to 
himself. 


"I think I'll just be on my way," Nathaniel said, 
snickering again. "And out of yours. But be careful, okay? I'd 
hate to have to drink your beer for you. Call me." 


“Thanks, you got it." Trey smiled once more and made 
his way back down the hall to the garage, Nathaniel's phone 
number safely in his pocket. 


Three 


Deuce checked his watch, checked his look, and 
checked his dog. All of his dogs, actually. All seven of them 
were resting up after a rousing hour of being cute, though Q 
looked to be the most tired of all of them. 


“There's a good girl." He reached down and gave her 
head a pat, smiling when she sighed and flopped down. Two 
puppies were already wiggling toward her, looking for milk. 
"Few weeks of this and then you'll get your life back. Be 
happy you're not human. | hear the babies stick around a lot 
longer." 


Q closed her eyes, apparently in resignation. 


"So, hopefully the nice fireman will come by and say 
hello to you," Deuce went on. "And then hopefully I'll buy 
him a drink or two, and hopefully a lovely friendship will be 
born." 


Q opened her eyes a little. Not much, but a little. 


"What? I'm not going to jump him, God." Q thought she 
knew him so well. "We need to stop sharing a room." 


Of course, there would have to be a phone call first. 
Trey had said he'd call when his shift ended, hadn't he? 
What time would that be? Nine? Ten? It was past eleven 
now. 


As if on cue, Deuce's cell rang. 


He tried really hard not to leap for it. He did hurry, 
though, to keep the ringing from waking up the dozy 
puppies, and he took the phone into the hall to answer it, 
closing the door behind him. "Hello?" 


"Nathaniel?" It was Trey, sounding unsure that he had 
the right number. 


"Yeah, hey." One of the puppies started to cry, and 
Deuce winced. "How are you?" 


"Tired. I'll recover. Find homes for those dogs yet?" 


"Only two. And one of those might be to me." Deuce 
rolled his eyes at himself. "But they're really young, you 
know? I'll start really hunting for homes when they're a bit 
bigger." 


"Sure, | guess so. How big do they have to be?" 


"Uh, | think eight weeks is the youngest, and ten to 
twelve is better." Deuce looked at the door to his borrowed 
room. "Seven dogs in one room is a little rough, to be 
honest." 


“Sounds like it would be." There was a pause. "Have 
you looked into finding somewhere slightly bigger until your 
place is ready? One of those extended-stay hotels, maybe? | 
don't know how pet-friendly they are, but even two rooms 


would be better than one small bedroom." Trey actually 
sounded pretty sympathetic to Deuce's plight. 


"| haven't yet, but it might be a really good idea. | don't 
think the reality of life with puppies hit me until they were 
here. Anyway. That's me; how're you, aside from tired? Got 
plans for the day or do | get to say thank you properly?" 


"My plans consist of a nap. But I'm free tonight, if that 
works." 


Deuce grinned to himself and nodded, then coached 
his inner voice not to be too loud, not to make him sound 
too eager. "It does. Good, I'm pleased." There. That was 
both true and calm. "Are you able to come here? The place 
I'd like to take you is within walking distance." 


"Yeah, no problem. You're not far, actually." Another 


pause, then Deuce could hear an audible yawn. "God, sorry. 
What time can you do? Seven or so?" 


"Seven would be great, yes. Go get some sleep; it 
sounds like you need it." Deuce had no idea how a body 
could manage shift work, but he admired that they did it. 
Firefighters were, after all, rather important in the middle of 
the night. 


"I'll be more entertaining tonight, | promise. See you at 
seven." The line went dead and then the only sound was the 
squeaking of the puppies through the door. 


"Okay, okay, I'm coming. And then I'm going out to buy 
five more newspapers." Deuce headed back in, wondering if 
he should hire a puppy-sitter for the night. 


By six fifty-five Deuce had showered, shaved, changed 
his shirt twice, and cleaned up the puppy area twice. He'd 
bathed one puppy and fed Q, and had taken her for a walk 
around the block, both of them sauntering in the relative 
quiet. 


"Now," he said, sitting on the floor and looking at seven 
dog faces, "I want you all to be very nice to the man who 
saved your lives. He's a hero, okay? And he's your 
godfather, and he's really hot. Be good for me. Hear?" 


Q's tail thumped, and Deuce took that as a solemn 
promise. "Good girl." He glanced at his watch. "I hope he's 
prompt. | hate waiting around when they're late." He always 
wondered if he was being stood up and that made him 


cranky. Promptness was a thing of value to Deuce and had 
been since he was in school. Someone had once accused 
him of being turned on by the bell, he moved so quickly for 
the ring. 


The minute hand had just eased past the twelve on his 
watch when the knock at the door came. 


Deuce wondered if it would be too forward to offer 
praise, or merely make him look like an arrogant schmuck. 
Deciding to err as far away from "schmuck" as he could, he 
held his tongue and just smiled as he opened the door. The 
dogs were speaking loudly on his behalf anyway, and he 
doubted he'd be able to top their greeting. 


"Hi," Trey said, then blinked and peered behind Deuce. 
"Holy crap. How many dogs are actually 

in 

there?" 


"Uh, one mom and six babies. | know it sounds like 
more." Deuce smiled ruefully. "Come on in. They'll settle 
down if we go and see them." 


"Okay, sure," Trey laughed. "Wow. You have your hands 
full." He came inside and closed the door behind him, 
shoving keys into his front pocket. 


"| do." Deuce nodded as he led the way to his borrowed 
room. "You'll note the lack of friend around? Poor guy has 
fled to his girlfriend's for a while. | guess | better work on 
finding a more workable crash pad." He put his hand on the 
door knob and grinned. "Ready? They're in one of those old 
fashioned playpens for babies, so they won't come rushing 
at us or anything." 


"Too bad. I've never been rushed by puppies, only 
people." Trey looked like he was steeling himself anyway, 
just in case the dogs had broken through their barrier or 


something. 


"Maybe when they're bigger and can leave their 
momma." Deuce opened the door wide and stepped in, 
pleased that no one had taken the two minutes he was 
away to relieve themselves. "Look who's here," he said to Q. 
"Your hero." 


Q lifted her head and offered a soft "woof", her tail 
thumping on the floor. Three puppies crawled over each 
other and tumbled around, trying to get to the side of the 


play pen. 


"Hi, pretty girl," Trey murmured to her. He crouched 
down and stroked her soft head. "You look tired." 


If a dog ever rolled her eyes in agreement that was 
what Q did. Her tail thumped again and she licked at Trey's 


wrist, but mostly she just relaxed and let her puppies get 
their milk -- the ones who weren't trying to get Trey's 
attention, anyway. 


Trey reached out to run a finger down one of the 
puppies' silky fur, then stopped. "Can I touch them? Is she 
possessive or anything? | don't want to upset her." Truth be 
told, Q just looked glad for the distraction of people, but Trey 
sounded unsure. 


"Go right ahead," Deuce encourage. "Watch the teeth, 
though -- they're sharp even if they are tiny." He had the 
sore finger to prove it, too. 


"I've got tough skin." He reached out and cradled one 
of the non-nursing puppies into his palm. The puppy looked 
even tinier in Trey's big hand. It snuffled around in there 
until it found the edge of Trey's pinky finger. The puppy 
closed its mouth and began to suckle on Trey's finger, 
seemingly unaware that it wasn't receiving any milk for its 
troubles. "Oh, hey," Trey marveled. "Look. Look at it." 


Deuce smiled and nodded. "I think they do it just 
because they can, you know? And they smell good, when 
they're clean." He wasn't sure how much he should be 
talking up the puppies, given that Trey had been clear about 
not having a life that allowed one. "Q doesn't seem to mind 
them, usually, but she's pretty happy when they're all 
asleep at the same time." 


Trey snorted. "I don't blame her. It's a lot of work." He 
gently detached the puppy and placed it back in the pile, 
then sat back on his heels and watched them for a minute. 
"It'd be nice if | could take one. Lacey would love it." 


Deuce tried not to grin too widely or to get his hopes 
up too high. "Well, you know. If Lacey spends most of her 
time at her mother's place, you wouldn't have to worry 
about the puppy or the house training." 


Trey gave a rueful smile and reached out again to 
touch a puppy's stubby tail. "Her mother is a bitch. If | take 
a puppy, it has to stay with me. Holly isn't the puppy type. 
She's more of a... goldfish in a bowl girl." He didn't sound 
pleased. "Tell you what. The lady who lives next door to me 
is a retired teacher and she's always outside in her garden, 
rain or shine. Maybe I can talk her into helping me with the 
puppy on the days | work." 


"Seriously?" Deuce heard his voice pitch higher and 
made an attempt to lower it down to an acceptable level. 
"Pick of the litter is all yours. You just let me know and you 
can have any puppy you want." It was one way for Deuce to 
say thank you to the man who'd saved Q's life. He had other 
ways he'd like to try, too, but since Trey had a kid and a wife 
-- even an ex-wife -- Deuce was sure he'd be keeping those 
thanks to himself. 


"Maybe." Trey nodded. "I still don't like the thought of 
leaving a dog alone for twenty-four hours, even when it's 
older. But maybe we can work something out. They sure are 
cute." He smiled at the ones who were starting to burrow 
down for their hundredth nap of the day. "Are you going to 
keep one?" 


"Me?" Deuce reached down and flipped Q's ear back 
and forth. "I don't know. Maybe, I guess. It depends on 
where I'm living and all that stuff. I'm assuming I'll be back 
in the same building and that they won't change the pet 
rules, but they might." 


Q seemed to like the personal attention and put her 
head down on the blanket with a sigh. Trey played with her 
other ear, which Q 

really 

liked, if the thump of her tail was any indication. Trey 
looked as if he were pondering something important and 
was quiet for a bit. The only sound in the room was the 
snuffling of the puppies and Q's tail. 


"So," Trey finally said, "what about if you kept two 
puppies and one was mine? And you could look after it for 
me until it was old enough to be left alone for a few hours at 
my place." He paused, thinking some more, then said, "I'd 
pay for food and whatever. | don't know. Toys and stuff? A 
collar. Never had a dog, no idea what they need. Except a 


person." 


"For real?" Deuce thought about it for a few minutes, 
his hand still on Q. It would probably be good for her to have 
a couple of her babies around. And really, two puppies 
would be work, but they'd be a lot less work than six. They 
could share a crate when they moved out of their box with 
the rest of the litter, and Deuce figured that they'd play 
together and burn off some energy that way. They could 
chase each other at the dog park instead of balls. 


Deuce would see a lot of Trey. Trey'd have to stop by 
and see his puppy, and they could walk the dogs together. 
That wouldn't be a bad thing; Trey seemed like a nice 
enough man, and he was a hero. He was polite, too, and on 
time, and he had a gentle touch with the pups. 


"Let's go for a drink and work out the details," Deuce 
finally said. "We're going to be practically family, after all." 


Four 


Trey thought maybe the dogs shouldn't be left alone 
while they went out, but Nathaniel didn't seem too worried 
about it. Besides, Trey remembered, they'd had to have 
been alone when Nathaniel came to the station. And when 
he went to work. The man did work, right? Trey pondered 
that. Of course he worked. Nathaniel had said as much 
when he'd come to visit. 


"Do you work?" Jesus, dumb question. Deuce had 
mentioned an office, hadn’t he? 


“Depends who you ask." Nathaniel gave him a slow 


smile and lifted his beer bottle. "I say yes. My boss says 
‘mostly yes'. My co-workers, depending on the day, would 
say, ‘oh, hell, yes!' or 'he's a lazy lout. And he stole my 
lunch from the fridge’. That last one is a dirty lie, though. | 
never steal lunches -- the deli is a more reliable option. Now, 
if you want to know what I do for a living, that's a whole 
other complicated question." 


"| guess that's what | should have asked in the first 
place," Trey laughed. "My sister says I'm never specific 
enough and then | get pissy when | don't get details." He 
actually thought Tammy was the one who got pissy without 
details, but Trey never argued with her. His little sister was 
still a brat, even though she was in her thirties. "So, do you 
work for a living, and if you do, what's your job?" 


"| do." Nathaniel was still smiling at him, not looking 
away. He was a little intense for a moment, but then he 
leaned back in his chair and the smile turned into a grin that 
hooked up higher on one side of his mouth. "I'm in 
computers. My title is Lead Developer, but it's a lie. | doa 
bunch of things, from project management to website 
building to network systems. Sometimes | get to play with 
graphics, but that's more of a hobby -- which means | like it, 
I'm not bad at it, but | don't have the right certification yet 
to add it to my job." 


Trey looked at him for a long moment. "I gotta tell you, 
man. I'm just a dumb fireman." He grinned. "So, | 
understood about three words you just said. | can check my 
email and find porn online, but that's pretty much it." 


“That's pretty much all that most people need the 
internet for." Nathaniel didn't seem bothered by Trey's lack 
of technical know-how. "Just think of me as one of the guys 
making the porn sites user-friendly." 


"Cool. You do good work." Trey lifted his beer bottle in 
mock salute and took a drink. Somehow, he thought he 
should be more embarrassed by his admission of searching 
for porn online, but Nathaniel had just looked amused 
instead. After all, the guy didn't need to know it was 

gay 

porn. 


"| certainly try. The world will stop if people can't get 
their porn." Nathanial laughed and drank from his bottle. 
"Actually, | do a lot of boring stuff interspersed with just 
enough bouts of the good stuff to keep me interested and 
happy at my job." He shrugged. "It pays the bills and | can 
leave it at work at the end of the day. What else can | ask 
for, really?" 


“Hey, job satisfaction is a rare thing. If you like it, good 
for you." Trey glanced around for a bar menu. "They got 
food in this place?" 


"They do, indeed. It's pub food, but if you like deep 
fried, burgers or pizza, you're at the right place." Nathaniel 
looked around, too, then leaned way over and grabbed a 
menu off a nearby table. "My dad and uncle and used to 
bring me here." He passed the menu over without even 
looking at it. 


Trey glanced through the small, plastic-covered book 
and skimmed over the usual fare of potato skins and 
nachos. His gaze lit on the meager selection of salads and 


sandwiches, and Trey figured a turkey club without the 
bacon wouldn't ruin his workout too much. "Are you eating?" 
he asked Nathaniel as he tossed the menu onto the table. 


"Oh, yeah. Beef nachos, totally loaded. I've been 
working up to this meal for two weeks." He patted his 
stomach, which was smooth and flat and apparently firm, 
too. "I might get to skip riding my bike to and from work if | 
gave up the nachos. They own me, though." He smiled 
ruefully. "They're worth it." 


"Fattening food is always worth it while you're eating 
it." Trey grinned, glad he wasn't eating alone. "So, you ride 
your bike? Do you work out, too?" He couldn't help glancing 
again at Nathaniel's stomach. "You look like you do." 
Whoops, that slipped out accidentally. Damn it. 


Nathaniel leaned back, his hand smoothing over his 
Shirt. "Well." He shrugged one shoulder and smiled broadly. 
"| ride my bike often, and when I had my old place | did free 
weights a few times a week. But other than that and 
swimming at the beach when I can, | don't do a lot. | don't 


even belong to a gym, though that might have to change if | 
eat too many nachos." He gave Trey a slow once-over. "You 
work out or work hard." 


Trey couldn't deny he liked the up-down look. Trey was 
pretty comfortable with identifying as gay, these days. He'd 
long ago decided that being bisexual had just been more of 
an excuse than anything for why he married Holly. She'd 
been one of the women that always seemed to turn up at 
Corrigan's when he stopped in to have a beer with some of 
his crew on their nights off. "Hose-hopper", they'd called 
her. Just one of the many fairly offensive terms for women 
who hung around firefighters. But Trey had been inexplicably 
attracted to her, back in the days when he still had a slight 
interest in females, and they'd dated for five short months 
before eloping. His mom had cried at being denied a 
wedding. 


Nathaniel was looking at him expectantly, and Trey 
realized he'd lost himself in thoughts of his ex-wife. "Uh, 
yeah." He nodded. "I run and do some inline skating. We 
exercise together at the station, too. Your tax dollars at 
work." Trey swallowed the last of his beer and wondered if 
he could get away with ordering another. 


"| like it. Best results of my tax dollars I've seen ina 
while." Nathaniel just said it and smiled, then looked around 
and waved to one of the waiters like it was nothing. 


That was kind of encouraging. Trey hadn't considered 
the fact that this was more than just a beer together. 
Nathaniel had been friendly and open, but until now Trey 
hadn't realized maybe he was looking for more. Of course, 
he'd misjudged guys' intentions before, so Trey played it 
kind of close to the vest these days. 


"Yeah?" Trey ventured. "Well... thanks. If you ever want 
to come for a run with me, let me know. Do you have 
blades?" He loved his rollerblades. 


"Nope, but | can get some. I've done a bit of ice 
Skating, and it looks about the same." Nathaniel asked the 
waiter for another beer and looked at Trey with one eyebrow 


up. "You?" 


Trey nodded gratefully. "Yeah, just one more. Have to 
work tomorrow." 


Nathaniel ordered the beer and his beef nachos, and 
Trey ordered his club sandwich, no bacon. 


"Any news yet on when they'll let you back into your 
place?" Trey asked as the waiter left. 


"They won't get more specific than a month. | know 
Peter would let me stay that long, but I'm really putting 
more thought into what you said about extended-stay 
motels. An end unit with a little kitchen would be great, 
really -- the dogs aren't that noisy, but a little more space 
would be nice. A whole two rooms would be even better." 


It actually sounded kind of sucky, but Trey knew 
Nathaniel didn't have much choice. "A buddy at work stayed 
in one a while back. I'll ask him what he thought of it, or 
maybe there's a better one around here somewhere." 


Offer to have him stay at your place, 

a little voice whispered. 

You have the room, and you're not home half the time 
anyway. 


Stupid, Trey thought. There wouldn't be any difference 
between his house and the guest room where Nathaniel was 
currently staying. Except, of course, for the fact that it'd be 
kind of fun to have all the puppies there. Lacey would love 
them. And Nathaniel would have much more freedom at 
Trey's place. Trey's guest room had the attached bath and 
the large east-facing windows that let in the morning 
sunlight. 


And why the hell would Nathaniel want to stay with 
Trey, anyway? He seemed pretty anxious to get out of his 
current situation, and that was with his best friend. Staying 
with a virtual stranger wouldn't really be an improvement 
for him, Trey supposed. 


"Yeah," Trey said again, after another swallow of beer. 
"Let me ask Jim about that place he stayed." 


“That would be awesome." Nathaniel beamed at him, 
showing even, white teeth. "Thanks, man. Do you think Jim 
would like a puppy?" 


Trey choked on the beer in his mouth and narrowly 
avoided spitting it out. "Uh, no. | can definitely say he 
wouldn't like a puppy. He's not what I'd call an animal lover. 
Or an animal liker, really." 


"How is that possible?" Nathaniel's eyebrows shot way 
up. "I find it hard to trust a person who doesn't like animals. 
It's a measure of a man, how kind he is to other creatures, 
you know? That uncle | used to come here with was a vet. 
We were always getting animals to take care of for a while 
when I was a kid." 


“Dunno. Jim's a good guy; I've worked with him for a 
long time. He's nice enough to animals, | guess. But he's 
never had a pet. Once in a while one of the wives will come 
down to the station to visit and bring the family dog or 
whatever. Jim's the only one who won't pet them. ...Uh, | 
mean the dogs, not the wives." He could feel himself 
flushing. Sure seemed like he was babbling a lot around this 


guy. 


Nathaniel nodded seriously. "Petting other men's wives 
is usually not a good thing, you're right. Pet the dog, pet the 
man, but keep the hands off the wife." His eyes twinkled 
and the corners of his mouth twitched. 


Trey rolled his eyes. "Wives aren't my thing, anyway. 


One was enough. You ever been married?" 


Nathaniel shook his head. "Nah. Not even when it was 
briefly legal. | think I'll wait until that whole thing settles 
down -- | get confused about what's allowed right now and 
what's still invalid. | suppose dating would be a good first 
step on that road." 


It took a minute for Trey to process what the man 
meant. Legal? Marriage was legal. Trey thought a sanity test 
should be required before marriage in some cases, but 
anyone who wanted to get married, could. Oh, wait -- except 
for... 


"You're gay." Trey didn't phrase it as a question, 
although it was one. 


"As it gets." Nathaniel nodded once, not looking away, 


his eyes full of challenge. 


All it would have taken would have been a simple "me 
too", but Trey didn't say it. Caution was his friend these 
days, especially when it came to protecting his job or his 
daughter. Nathaniel was a nice guy -- and cute, if Trey was 
going to be honest with himself -- but what else did Trey 
know about him, besides the fact that he was the owner of a 
million dogs? 


He wanted to find out, though. How the hell was he 
Supposed to do that? Trey didn't really... what was the word? 
Oh, yeah. Date. 


"So, the puppies!" Trey said brightly, in an effort to stop 
thinking about dating. "Did | really say | was going to take 
one?" 


"Yes." Nathaniel sat back, seeming to relax a little. Or 
maybe he was merely being less challenging. "And I'm not 
letting you back out, especially if I'm retaining custody of 
the little chomper." He glanced up and smiled as their beer 
and food was delivered. 


"I won't back out." Despite his better judgment. "So, do 
we need to set up a visitation schedule or something? Or do 
| just trust you're doing right by my puppy?" A visitation 
schedule would be good. A regular one. Nathaniel was 
interesting, and Trey liked interesting guys. 


"It's your puppy. You need to come and visit, for sure." 
Nathaniel waved a hand casually and dug into his nachos. 
"Play with him -- or her -- go for walks, start teaching basic 
commands. | think it'll be easier than a baby, but harder 
than, say, a goldfish. Or a cat, | Suppose." 


Trey scratched his head. "Teach it stuff? I've never 
trained a dog in my life. | heard they're harder to train than 
kids." He started eating too, noting that the food was good 


and exactly as described -- pub food, pretty tasty. 


"Oh, heck no!" Nathaniel drank from his bottle and 
shoved in another nacho chip. "Way easier. You bribe them, 
for one, and most dogs will do just about anything fora 
tasty treat or a belly rub. Q will do anything for a good belly 
rub." 


"So would I," Trey laughed. It was true. His favorite 
thing in the world -- besides sex -- was getting an all-over 
body rub. Of course, depending on who was doing the 
massaging, body rubs turned into sex most of the time 
anyway. 


Nathaniel gave him a slow grin. "Noted." 


He was a little out of practice, but Trey could almost 
swear he was being hit on. And that wasn't a bad thing, 


really. It had been a while since he'd been out with a nice 
guy. He ate his food steadily for a few moment, thinking 
about that and puppies. "So," he mused, "when do you want 
me to come over and pick the puppy?" 


"Whenever you want." Nathaniel leaned forward, 
resting his arm on the table between them and leaning over 
it. He wasn't in Trey's space, but he was getting close, only 
the rapidly emptying plates between them. "I'm free most 
evenings. You can come over and play with them, see who 
you like best. You can come back with me after we eat, if 
you like." 


That idea had merit, for several reasons. Trey nodded 
and finished his beer, then pushed his own plate away. 
"Sure, let's do this. | have to work for the next two days, so 
might as well do it now." He wiped his mouth and threw 
some bills on the table. 


As he stood up, Nathaniel made his contribution to the 
bill and said, "Q will be delighted. If they're all done nursing, 
we can take them to the yard and let them run around a bit. 


That might actually be easier on me with you to help keep 
them from going in twenty different directions." 


Trey tried but failed to picture what seven dogs would 
look like all running around together. "This I've got to see." 
He made his way toward the door, fully aware that Nathaniel 
was only two steps behind him. 


"Hopefully you'll see it a lot. | could get used to having 
help with taking them all outside. I'm not even kidding a 
little." They made it outside and Nathaniel moved up next to 
him. "Hey, what's the Trey for? If that's not too personal." 


No one had ever asked him that before. "I'm the third 
son of a third son." Trey shrugged. "My parents were from 
the south, even though they moved here to California before 
| was born. It means three, obviously. It's kind of a southern 
tradition to give that nickname to the third generation, 
although they chose it as my given name instead. People 
don't usually question it." 


Nathaniel shrugged. "I'm Deuce to my family and 
anyone who met me before | was about twenty. Nothing 
fancy like being the third son of a third son, though -- I just 
have the same name as my father and he's 'Nate'. So | got 
‘Deuce’. | think it's better than ‘Junior’, overall." 


Trey stopped where he was. "They call you Deuce?" 


"Uh-huh. Most people | Know well do. | use Nathaniel 
for work and for people | meet when I'm not with my family; 
since | grew up here and see them fairly often, it's kind of a 
toss-up which name | use." 


He could feel his lips tugging up in a smile. "So what do 
| call you? | have a buddy named Nate; if | slip up and call 
you that, it's nothing personal." 


"I'll shudder all over and feel all old and shit." Nathaniel 
winked at him. "It's up to you. I'm cool with either of them, 
though Deuce is a lot less formal. Nathaniel makes me feel 
like I'm at the office, sometimes." 


"Okay, so not Nate." Trey thought for a minute. "I guess 
we'll wait and see whatever comes out naturally, then. But 
that's kind of funny. Deuce and Trey. Two and three." It had 
kind of a nice ring to it. 


"We can name the puppy 'One' or 'Four', | suppose. | 
used to even know what order they came in, but they're all 
mixed up, now." 


Trey laughed. "I should let Lacey name it, if it's going to 
be hers. But I'll try and steer her in that direction. So, back 
to your place?" 


"Sounds good to me." Nathaniel gave him a sunny 
smile, all straight teeth and twinkling eyes. "Puppy madness 
ensues." 


Five 


Deuce got home after noon on Thursday, Trey's second 
day off after Deuce'd been to visit at the fire station. He 
wasn't totally, one hundred percent sure that Trey was going 
to stop by to see the dogs again, but he hoped so, so he'd 
taken the afternoon to work from home. 


He let himself in and winced as the dogs started up. 
"Shh, you guys. Pete's going to toss out us out if you don't 


get a grip." 


"Nah, Pete'll just move for the duration." 


Deuce jumped and then waved as Pete came out of the 
kitchen, laughing at him. "I'm not going to kick you out, 
man. Really." 


"But you're not going to stay, huh?" 


“Nope. But look at it this way -- Rebecca and | are 
learning we can live together, and the other option is me 
staying here and you taking the dogs over to her place. Not 
going to happen." 


Deuce nodded. He couldn't really fight with that. 
"Sorry," he said for the millionth time. 


"Don't worry about it. I'll talk to you in a couple of days 
-- need to get back to work now. Lunch is never long 
enough." Pete grabbed his car keys and left, calling out a 
good bye to Q as he went. 


"This is So not right," Deuce said to himself as he went 
into his room. "And that's gross, little puppy. Outside is good 
for that. | guess I'll take care of you lot before | shower. 
Baths for everyone, what do you say?" 


The dogs approved, rolling and tumbling all over the 
place to get to him. 


In the backyard while the dogs romped, Deuce didn't 
realize he'd been waiting for the chime of his cell phone 
until it came. A text message yielded the information he'd 
been hoping for. 


“are u home? want to see the dogs." 


Deuce smiled and carefully shook a puppy off his foot 
while he sent one back. "in backyard w/them. come save 
me." He put his phone back in his pocket, located a chew 
toy that was in danger of being buried in Pete's garden, and 
hoped Trey would get there soon. The puppies were being 
especially adorable, after all, and what better way to snare a 
pet owner? 


Twenty minutes passed before Trey finally showed up, 
in uniform, an apology on his lips. "Sorry. We got a call right 
before my shift ended. Then it got canceled as we pulled out 
of the driveway, and | got held over for a few hours, waiting 
for my relief. Hey, pretty girl." He knelt and gave Q a pat, 
flopping her ears around and making her collar jingle. Then 
he looked up at Deuce. "Can I use the bathroom to change?" 


Deuce would have been delighted if Trey had stayed 
just as he was, but he had to concede that he himself would 


probably have wanted to change after work as well. "Yeah, 
sure. Of course." Deuce gestured to the door. "You can use 
my room if you want, since it's roomier." 


"Thanks." Trey rose and disappeared inside. Q whined 
and snuffled at the door for a while until he reappeared in 
workout shorts and a soft-looking T. "Whew, that's better. 
You have no idea how much underwear | go through in one 
shift." Trey dropped down again to play with the dog, who 
looked delighted with the attention. 


"Um. What?" Try as he might, Deuce wasn't sure what 
underwear had to do with uniforms. Plus, the idea of Trey in 
his boxers, briefs, or boxer-briefs was distracting. 


"Yeah." Trey chuckled and sat on the ground. He was 
immediately overrun with puppies, but he didn't seem to 
mind. "Go to the gym, change my shorts. Get a call, change 
my shorts. Get another call, change my shorts. Wake up in 
the morning, change my shorts. | bring at least three T-shirts 
and four pairs of boxers in my gear bag every shift." 


"Huh. The secret life of firefighters." Deuce grinned and 
pulled a puppy off Trey's arm, where it was trying to geta 
stranglehold on his sleeve. "No biting, you. So, aside from Q, 
do you have a preference for one of the dogs yet?" He sat 
down and kept the puppy he had, getting his wrist licked for 
his trouble. 


Trey looked thoughtful as he gazed over the mass of 
wriggling pups. He reached out and plucked one from the 
pile and held it up to his face. The puppy was a male, mostly 
white except for a few gray splotches on its back, and it 
gazed back at him solemnly. Its wagging tail was the only 
moving part. 


"This one's always so calm. Is that normal for puppies? 
Maybe it's got brain damage." Trey moved his face closer to 
the puppy and got a lick on his nose in return. 


"It doesn't have brain damage." Deuce laughed at him 
and moved his hand before the licks could turn into nips. 
"He's just a quiet boy. Which, you know, is probably exactly 
what you want, especially for your little girl to play with." 


"| guess so." Trey put the puppy in his lap. Instead of 
trying to wriggle away, the pup seemed content just to stay 
where he was. He got stepped on once or twice by random 
littermates, but it didn't bother him. "Yeah, this one." Trey 
smiled and ran his fingers through the soft fur. "What do | 
Call it?" 


"That's entirely up to you -- I'm not going to name your 
dog, man." He looked at the puppy and then at the other 
male in the litter, who had a black mark on his nose. "I've 
been calling that one Jimmy, and the one in your lap 
Tommy, but | suggest you change that before it sticks." 


"Tommy." Trey looked amused by that. "Well, he's 
always the last one to get his dinner from his mom. And he's 
never the first one to get over to play with me when I'm 
here." Trey picked up the puppy and looked in his face 


again, but kept speaking to Deuce. "And since you're 
number two and I'm number three... I'll call this one Six." He 
knew that they’d sort of agreed on letting Lacey name it, 
but the idea had suddenly come to him and Trey couldn’t 
ignore it. 


Deuce grinned and nodded. "I like it." He did. It was 
different and clever. "We should get him a collar soon, so we 
can take him on walks when you come over." 


"Okay. What about the others? Are you keeping one?" 


"| haven't decided." He'd thought about it, and he 
thought that maybe Q would like to have one of her 
offspring with her, but he had a looming and perpetual 
issue. "It all depends on where | wind up living." 


"No word on that, huh?" Trey asked the same thing 


each time he came over. 


Deuce made a face. "They've halted work at the 
building for some reason, and I've heard that they're going 
to be re-doing the rental agreements. | don't know if they'll 
allow pets at all, now, or how long it'll take before | can 
move back in, if they do let me keep Q. | think | should just 
start looking for a new place all together, but | have no idea 
what I'm looking for. Inertia kept me there for years." He had 
to roll his eyes at himself. "Lame, huh?" 


"Not lame." Trey lay back on the warm grass, but three 
of the puppies thought that was a signal to play and tug at 
his hair. He sat up again with a laugh and tumbled the dogs 
to their backs. "It just means you were comfortable there." 
He paused for a moment, apparently thinking about 
something. "You know... there's always my place. Until you 
decide what you want to do or your apartment becomes 
available again. I'm not home a lot. You can pay rent on my 
guest bedroom, if you want to." Trey kept his eyes on the 
puppy that was still resting in his lap. 


"What, me and the dogs?" Deuce laughed. "You have 
no idea." 


"Well, how long until you can let three or four of them 
go to new homes?" 


"Four or five," Deuce said, laughing. "Probably another 
week. | have two spoken for now, and someone at work is 
asking around for the others. They'll go -- people love 
puppies -- but | want to make sure they're going good 
places." 


"So move in a week. Seriously, I'm home a lot less than 
your friend is. My place is bigger, and you'd have your own 
bathroom. | even have a laundry room, so you don't have to 
keep the dogs with you all the time. Like | said, you can pay 
rent if you feel like you need to. Just until you find 
somewhere to go. What do you think?" Trey finally looked up 
at Deuce expectantly. 


"You're serious." Clearly he was. Deuce narrowed his 
eyes and pried a puppy off his pant leg. "Do you have a 
fenced yard?" 


"Uh-huh." Trey nodded and leaned back on his hands. 
"The only place they could escape would be through the 
side gate door. It's wrought-iron and has big open spaces in 
it, but that's easy to fix with a couple of boards and my 
table saw. Otherwise, my yard is surrounded by a brick 
retaining wall on all sides." Trey grinned at him. "I'd even be 
willing to put in a doggie door on the slider in the kitchen. 
Temporary one, | mean." 


"You have a table saw?" That could seal the deal. "I like 
a man with power tools." 


"| have a table saw. And a chainsaw, and an air 
compressor. | changed my own oil last week. Want me to do 
yours?" 


Deuce wasn't sure if that was a flirt or not, so he did 
what he always did -- jumped in without testing the waters. 
"Oh, yes. | really, really do." He turned up the heat in his 
smile, just for a moment. 


Trey looked flustered, but only for a moment, and it 
was so fast that it could have been missed. "Okay," he 
agreed with a nod. "When you're down to three dogs or less, 
give me a call. I'll put new sheets on for you. And buy extra 
motor oil." 


Deuce laughed. He couldn't do anything 

but 

laugh. "Okay, you're on. And thank you -- from me, 
from Q, and probably from Pete most of all." 


"No problem. | have Lacey next Wednesday through 
Saturday, so maybe | can bring her by here to let her play 


with the dogs. Uh, if that's okay, | mean. She's a good girl. 
Quiet. Reads a lot. Loves animals." Trey sounded as if he felt 
like he needed to prepare Deuce for being around a seven- 
year-old. 


"I'm sure she's awesome." Deuce had no issues with 
children at all -- just bad parenting. He was reasonably sure 
that Trey, no matter what he said about his ex-wife, was a 
good parent and that Lacey's mom was probably doing a 
fine job as a mom, even if she wasn't so great as a wife. 
"And of course you can bring her by. Any time at all. The 
puppies would love to have someone else to climb on." 


"Yeah, she'd love that. I'll bring her over," Trey said and 
looked slightly relieved, as if he'd been worried that Deuce 
might have said no or been a secret child-hater or 
something. Trey picked up the newly-named Six and brought 
the puppy close to his face again. "You and me, kid. Hope 
you don't mind staying alone sometimes." He looked up at 
Deuce. "You might have to be my permanent dog-sitter." 


"| don't think that'll be a problem." Deuce smiled at him 


and then grimaced as tiny teeth grabbed his thumb and his 
attention. "Hey, you. That's not the way to act." He grabbed 
the puppy and gave it a tummy rub, laughing. "So pushy." 


The pup wriggled with delight. Trey plopped Six down 
next to his littermate and did the same thing, rubbing the 
puppy's belly until it looked as if the stubby little tail was 
going to wag itself right off the dog. 


"So, what've you got going on today?" Trey asked. "And 
what day is it? Why aren't you at work, if it's a weekday?" 


"It's Thursday." Deuce was only a little surprised that 
Trey's days ran together. "I decided to work from home this 
afternoon because | knew you had today off, and hoped 
you'd stop by." 


"You did? | mean... oh. That's cool." Trey gave a shy 


smile but didn't break eye contact. "I guess the dogs weren't 
the only thing | wanted to see." 


Well, that was progress. "Good." Deuce nodded at him 
and gave Trey his best friendly smile, as opposed to the 
leering smile. "Since we're going to share a place, it'd be 
good if we look forward to seeing each other. What kind of 
movies and TV do you like? | don't watch a lot, but I lean 
toward comedies and good special effects. | have a lot of 
DVDs that you're welcome to use, is why I'm asking." 


"You do?" Trey perked up and gave a half-smile. "Can | 
take them to work to watch on my laptop? I'm good with 
comedies. And special effects, if you mean shit blows up." 


"| mean lots and lots of explosions, yes. What else is 
there, really? And of course you can take them to work." He 
was pretty sure that they'd all come home, too, and if one or 
two went missing, so what? It wasn't like he'd never lost a 
DVD before. "You can go through them all when | move in." 


"Cool." Trey lay back down on the grass and watched 
the puppies flop down for their mid-hour nap. "You can invite 
friends over and stuff, if you want. Once in a while I call a 
couple of guys and we barbecue on the patio. My friends are 
cool. We all outgrew the bar and club scene, thank Christ. 
Some guys never do." Trey paused and looked stricken for a 
moment. "I mean, that's cool if you still like to party." 


"Oh, yeah, that's me. I'm huge into the scene." Deuce 
had no idea where the scene was. Or what it was. "Nah, I'm 
kind of a homebody. My dirty little secret is that | stay up 
really late at night reading sometimes." 


Trey laughed. "Right, | forgot for a minute you were a 
computer nerd. What do you read? Probably not those 
wizard books. | don't think Lacey reads those yet, anyway." 


love 

those. I've read them all more than once." Deuce 
nodded. "I have all the DVDs, too. Mostly | read thrillers, 
though. Or mysteries, or literature, or bestsellers. A lot of 
fiction. Biographies." Deuce grinned, pulled out his wallet, 
and produced a card. "My library card has a wear mark on 
it." 


"Wow. A real library card. I've heard of those." Trey 
reached out and snatched it from Deuce's hand with a 
twinkle in his eye. "I'm holding it for ransom." 


Deuce bit back half a dozen inappropriate responses. 
There were so many ways he could take the discussion into 
territory that Trey was probably not ready for -- and then 
he'd have to find a new place to live before he'd even 
packed a bag. He did roll to his knees and crawl toward his 
library card, making a grab for the one puppy that was still 
awake. "And what," he asked, "is the cost for its safe return? 
It means a great deal to me, you evil kidnapper." 


Trey seemed to make an effort to hold the card up and 


away from Deuce, but not too far. "Come over for dinner 
before you move in. Check the place out; make sure you like 
it. I'll keep your card till you do." 


"Jeez, you better mean soon -- | only have one more 
book to go before l'm due for a trip there." Deuce made a 
play for the card and neatly fell across Trey's legs. Very 
smooth, one of his better loser moves. "Damn it." He hadn't 
even gotten near the card. 


To his credit, Trey didn't pull away. "I mean tomorrow. | 
don't work until Saturday." 


"Sweet." Deuce righted himself. "That'll be perfect 
timing, then." He gave Trey his very best 'I totally meant to 
do that move that made me look dumb' smile. "I'll bring 
wine." 


"Damn, you're fancy." Trey laughed and didn't look in 
the least concerned that Deuce had been sprawled across 
his lower body. "I drink wine when | go to my parents’. Or 
when Holly used to order it for me. Do you know the wine 
thing, too?" 


"What wine thing?" 


"Like what wine goes with what food. The ones that 
have an oaky flavor with undertones of sweet cherry or 
white grape." Trey made a face. "I never tasted anything but 
wine. My palate is clearly untrained." 


"I'm better at telling you what beer has more hops than 
the next, honestly, but | do have a favorite white and a 
favorite red. I'll bring both and we'll figure out from there 
which one goes best with the food." Deuce wasn't above a 
little social lubrication. In fact, he was a big fan of 
lubrication. 


Trey appeared to be considering it. "All right," he 
consented. "As long as you don't make fun of me if | choose 
the wrong one to go with whatever | make. Oh, any allergies 
or anything?" 


"No allergies and | like just about everything. I'm not 
very fussy when it comes to food." He was fussy about time, 
the state of the bathroom, and his laundry, but not food. 


"That's a good thing," Trey laughed. "I'm not the 
world's fanciest cook. Firehouse food is probably what you'll 
get." 


"Chili, pasta, or pizza?" 


"Heh. On nights when | don't want to make an effort. 


But hey, we eat better than that at work. Some of our guys 
know their way around the kitchen. When you move in, I'll 

call you if we're having something good and you can come 
down for dinner." 


Deuce raised his eyebrows. "You can do that? Just have 
company for supper?" 


"Yeah, all the time. It's a busy station, though. You run 
the risk of having to sit there with guys you don't know if my 
engine gets a call." 


“Let me think. Sitting at a table with a bunch of 
firefighters in uniform. | think I'm good." Deuce grinned and 
winked. "I Know guys who would be heaven, trust me." 


Trey cocked his head and looked, for a moment, like 
one of the puppies. "Really? You've got gay friends?" It 


sounded like a foreign concept to Trey. 


Deuce checked to make sure Trey wasn't kidding -- he 
didn't seem to be. "Of course. Not all of my friends are gay, 
but most are, I'd say. At least, almost all of my 
acquaintances. Guys I've met at parties or events, guys I've 


hung out with, couples that have been ‘couple friends' when 
I've been dating someone." 


"| haven't dated." Trey said it matter-of-factly and 
without a trace of sadness or regret. "I was married for eight 
years. We had couple friends, but they were straight. And 
most of my buddies are firemen. 

Really 

straight." 


"And you're only... sort of straight?" A little confirmation 
in direct words was always a good thing. Deuce could read 
signals, could play games, and could figure things out, but 
he'd found that clear statements were usually the best way 
to go about the important things. 


Trey gave Deuce a rueful-looking smile. "Nah, | figured 
out the hard way that there was no 'straight' in the 
equation, sort of or otherwise. | won't go as far as saying it 
fucked up my marriage, because Holly and | did that all by 
ourselves. But | probably should have realized earlier that 
‘bisexual’ wasn't really bisexual. | did get a kid out of it, 
though." 


“That's more than a lot of us can say. | myself just gota 
huge complex about where to put my hands when slow 
dancing. It's amazing how the early agony can stay with 
you." One mislaid hand on a girl's butt and Deuce still 
couldn't stop a shudder when power ballads were played at 
wedding dances. "It's good you got it figured out, though. 
And you still don't date?" 


"| didn't say | don't date. | said | haven't dated." Trey 
grinned, all straight white teeth and the hint of a small 
dimple in his left cheek. "At least, not the kind of date you 
mean. Get someone's number, call and ask them out kind of 
date." 


"But you have interest in dating?" Deuce wasn't going 
to let that sort of thing go by without making sure. 


"| guess so. What do the kids do on dates these days?" 
Trey sounded as if he really wanted to know. 


"Mostly eat and dance." Deuce grinned. "A lot of wine 
bars, a lot of night clubs. | prefer the dinner and a movie 
kind of date, but going dancing is okay. I've gotten past the 
all night rave type events, though." He was far too old for 
dancing half the night and then staying up the rest of it 
trying to get his body back in balance. 


Trey shook his head. "I've been to raves. Not as a 
partier, though. When I worked at Station Four on the water, 
we were always getting calls for the old SeaCliff warehouse. 
Some poor kid would OD, or get roofied, or drink enough to 


drown his internal organs." 


"Uh-huh. I've seen it. And really, aside from the nearly 
naked guys, there was never enough to hold me there. | 
didn't like the music that much, and they never started until 
after my bedtime." Deuce gave Q a pet. "Like | said, | prefer 
the dinner and something type dates, generally. Or 
afternoon things like ballgames or hikes. Cup of coffee and 
talking, wandering around places; that sort of thing." 


Trey spoke quietly. "I, uh. | kind of like museums and 
stuff. My mom took me to a lot of them when | was little. My 
brothers always ran around and made lots of noise, but | 
liked how peaceful they were. She ended up leaving my 
brothers at home and just taking me. We could maybe do 
that sometime." He paused for a moment as if reviewing 
what he'd just said. "I mean, if | was ever going to go ona 
date. That's where I'd like to go." 


Deuce gave him another smile, letting this one grow 
hot. "Yeah. We can do that. I'll ask you, once | figure out this 
schedule of yours. Or you can ask me. I'll say yes, if that 


makes it easier." 


"| guess it doesn't matter." Trey looked up and smiled 
back, a cross between shy and interested. "Long as | know 
you'd like to go. And that reminds me." He reached around 
to tug something out of his back pocket. "Here's a pocket 
shift calendar. I'm the green numbers." 


Deuce leaned forward to take the card and brushed his 
fingers along Trey's. "Thanks. This'll be a real help, ‘specially 
after | move in. I'll Know what nights not to worry when you 
don't get home." 


Trey didn't let go immediately, looking as if he enjoyed 
the contact. "I don't go out that much. If I'm not home, I'm 
at work. And there's the little matter of Lacey. She'll be with 
me for a few days ata time." 


"Cool. | look forward to meeting her. Do you want me to 
clear out while she's with you?" 


"Nah. She's a good kid. Reads, mostly. We go out to 
dinner, and I'll take her to a movie now and then, but she 
never asks for stuff and is totally fine with staying home, 
too. | hope it lasts, because | hear really bad shit about 
teenage girls from the older guys at work." Trey looked 
uncomfortable just thinking about it. 


"I'm sure you'll handle it just fine when the time 
comes." Deuce thought for a moment. "If she's into it, we 
can get her into training the dogs. Doing things like agility 
or fly ball, when she's older. For now just learning how to 
teach them commands might keep her interested." 


"Oh, she'll love it. She's been asking for a pet since she 
was five. I'm sure she'll go home and ask her mother if she 
can live with me full time. That'll be another reason for Holly 
to call me up and yell." 


"She can yell at me -- I'm a real prick when women 
start getting shrill at me. But not when Lacey's around, 
promise." He'd have to remember to watch himself when 
the child was over for the weekend -- not so much his 
language but his subject matter. Deuce glanced around at 
the puppies. "Are we missing one?" 


"There's one here." Trey picked the sleeping one out of 
his lap. "And there are two over there, disguised as one big 
lump. Come on, l'Il help you collect them and bring them 
inside." He cradled Six in one muscular forearm and reached 
for another puppy. 


"Thanks." Deuce watched him with the dogs and 
nodded to himself. Things were going to work out just fine, 
he thought. It was getting more promising by the minute, 
really. Dinner, a room to stay, and possible dates... things 
were fine, indeed. 


Fuck, fuck, 

fuck. 

Trey muttered profanity and nonsense words to 
himself as he checked the stuffed artichokes in the oven. 


It had sounded like such a good idea at the time. Invite 
Deuce to stay, bring the dogs, sure you can meet Lacey, 
come on over for dinner, oh by the way, if we ever go out on 
a date, | love museums. And hey, here's a shift calendar so 
you know exactly when I'll be at work and when I'm home. 


When the hell did Trey get so desperate? 


He'd been doing fine since the divorce. That was two 
years ago already, and life had gone on. There were guys 
he'd met and liked, a couple he'd fucked more than once, 
and one he'd even seen a few times after that. He'd been 
truthful with Deuce, though. No dates. It was kind of weird, 
with Lacey and everything. Trey knew the day was coming 
when he would need to sit down with his daughter and 
explain to her why Daddy preferred men to women. Holly 
had already -- without Trey’s permission, mind -- told Lacey 
that Trey liked boys better than girls. However, it was Trey’s 
job to explain the 

why 

part of that, if possible. Someday. 


But then Deuce and his dogs had appeared, and now 
Trey thought that day might come sooner than he'd 
expected. 


The doorbell rang and a quick look through the window 
allowed Trey to see Deuce at the door, holding two bottles of 


wine and looking back at the front yard, his eyes hidden by 
sun glasses. He was dressed in jeans and short-sleeved blue 
shirt, open over a white T. 


His anxiety dissipated almost instantly. Trey paused 
just a moment longer to take in the man standing on his 
doorstep. The blue was nice on him, although Trey thought 
that Deuce could be wearing pajamas and a robe and still 
meet with approval. He was really one of the cutest guys 
Trey had seen in a long time. 


Trey opened the door before he realized he was still 
wearing an oven mitt on his left hand. A black one with red 
flames on it, to be exact. He hid that hand behind his back 
and smiled. "Hi. Find it okay?" 


"No problem at all." Deuce held up his phone. "GPS 
navigator and bus schedule," he added with a grin. "And, as 
promised, my favorite white and my favorite red. Thus the 
bus -- | didn't want to wind up leaving my car here, so I'm 
walking the quarter mile back to the bus later." He patted 
his flat stomach. "I'm pretending that counts as working 


out." 


"Cool." Trey stood back to let him in. "Can | see one of 
the wines?" He reached forward with the hand that was 
black and red flame-covered before he remembered. 


Deuce grinned and held tight to both bottles. "Nice 
glove. Way better than any I've ever had." 


Trey could feel his cheeks grow hot, and he rolled his 
eyes. "I'll get you one. They sold them at the department's 
picnic last summer. Come on in; can | get you something to 
drink?" 


"Depends on how long until we eat. If it's soon, I'll open 
the wine. If it'll be a while, I'll take a beer. Nice place." 


“Thanks. | was lucky to find it when Holly and | 
separated. At the time | thought it would be too much 
space, but | like having three bedrooms." Trey led the way 
into the kitchen and handed Deuce a cold beer from the 
refrigerator. "Fifteen minutes to chow. Want a tour?" 


Deuce opened the bottle and nodded. "Yeah, show all 
the important parts -- the bathroom and my room. Now that 
| Know where the kitchen is, that's all | need." 


Trey almost, 

almost 

replied "And my bedroom," but luckily his brain kicked 
in in time to restrain his tongue. Deuce wasn't moving in to 
be Trey's new playmate, although Trey had to be honest with 
himself and admit that the idea had merit. 


"Down the hall." Trey gestured with his chin and then 


headed that way, but not before remembering to drop the 
oven mitt on the kitchen counter. He opened the first door 
on the left. "Here's the guest bedroom. It's smaller than 
Lacey's -- she's next to me -- but you have the attached 
bath." 


"Oh, | like that." Deuce went and looked around. "Is this 
the east side?" He went to look out the window. 


"Uh-huh." Trey leaned against the door jamb and watch 
Deuce explore the room. "Make sure the blinds are drawn in 
the morning, trust me." 


"Cool. | like it. | like the color." He went to the bathroom 
and looked in. "Oh, sweet. Storage, even." He grinned at 
Trey and said, "It's a good thing you already invited me to 
move in. Show me the rest? Well, aside from Lacey's space, 
of course." 


"You can see her room; neither of us care," Trey 
laughed. He pushed off the doorway and turned to the room 
across the hall. He opened Lacey's door to reveal the 
periwinkle-colored room with puffy white clouds painted 
across the ceiling and small blue flowers drawn in one 
corner. "See? It belongs to a seven-year-old." He indicated 
the full bookshelves next to the bed. "Told you she likes to 
read." 


"That's awesome. | do, too. As you know, library card 
kidnapper." He looked around and then peered at the 
bookshelves again. "I think she has more books than me, 
though. | got her beat on the DVD count, and | bet | can 
interest you more in those than the princess books. Maybe." 


Trey closed her door again and sighed. "Yeah, those 
princess books are too hard for her, so guess who gets to 
read them to her at night? And she's always got a new one 
each time she comes over. But you're right, when I'm home, 
| watch movies." He moved farther down the hallway and 
into his own bedroom. "Here's me. My slider leads to the 
back patio, but you can get there from the kitchen too." Trey 
glanced around his bedroom, glad that he'd cleaned it up 
but self-conscious about how simple it really was. 


"I'll do my very best not to spy in at you." Deuce 
smiled, and Trey wasn't sure if he was serious or not. "You 
might want to make sure your blinds are closed, too. Or 
not." 


Trey could feel his eyebrows go up despite himself. He 
wasn't the best at knowing when he was being hit on, unless 
things were rather obvious. Deuce was making them 
obvious. "I'll see how | feel on a given day," Trey chuckled. 
"You could be surprised." 


"That sounds promising." Deuce lifted his bottle and 
drank. "So, you're serious? | can move in?" 


"Yeah." There, it was done, and Trey felt a sense of 
relief that he couldn't back out. He actually wanted Deuce to 
move in, and that realization was something to be explored 
at a later time. "You can move in. The only condition is that 


you have three dogs or less when you do, and that includes 
Q." His carpeting and wood floors were four months old and 
a man had to draw the line somewhere. 


"For sure -- including yours." Deuce nodded. "I think | 
found homes for two more, by the way. Oh, and can I put a 
doghouse or a small kennel or a crate or something in the 
backyard? Somewhere they can play that's all theirs?" 


The oven timer went off. Trey nodded and turned back 
toward the kitchen. "Definitely. Where do you want them to 
sleep?" 


"Q is used to sleeping with me and likes her bed on the 
floor. The puppies should probably be in a crate for a long 
time -- it doesn't matter to me where, though if we have two 
they might want to be together." Deuce followed him and 
leaned on the counter. "Can | help with anything?" 


"Wherever you want to put their crate is fine with me. 
Lacey will want the puppy to sleep with her, so if you keep 
another one, they can both go in her room." Trey pulled the 
stuffed artichokes out of the oven and nodded at the salad 
dressing ingredients on the counter. "Can you put all of that 
stuff into the bottle and shake it up? | hope you don't mind 
homemade dressing. | have regular ranch in the fridge, too." 


Deuce did as he was told, pouring carefully. "The added 
bonus to having them in her room is that once they can hold 
their pee all night, we can close the door and not have to 
listen to the middle-of-the-night wrestling matches. You're 
brilliant." 


The baked chicken was bubbling at him, so Trey took 
that from the oven as well and inserted the meat 
thermometer. "They wrestle at night? Why don't they sleep? 
Sleep is important." He should know, after all the sleepless 
nights at work. 


"After sharing a room with them for a couple of 
months, | can promise you that there is wrestling at night. 
They sleep all day. It's frantic for an hour, then a three hour 
nap. Repeat." Deuce shook up the bottle of dressing. "Q is 
ready to have her own space back, | think." 


“Poor dog. | should have told you to bring her tonight." 
Trey got the artichokes on two plates and added a chicken 
breast, then spooned a bit of creamy dill sauce over the 
meat. "Chow call. Hungry?" 


"Starving. This looks amazing and not at all what I'd 
expect at a fire station. Corkscrew? This calls for the white, | 
think." 


"Well, we're not at a fire station. But you'll get plenty of 
that kind of food too, trust me." He got the plates on the 
table and then opened his junk drawer. A moment or two of 
digging revealed the corkscrew, which Trey presented to 
Deuce. "Go ahead. Screw away." Oh, for God's sake. Now 
that was lame. 


"Heh. | see what you did there." Deuce took the 
corkscrew and put the tip to the top of the cork. "First you 
stick it in..." 


"Then you pull it out." Trey watched as Deuce deftly 
removed the cork from the bottle. "And then... you sniff the 
cork or something, right? That's what they do in the 
movies." He sat and pulled a leaf off his artichoke, proud of 
himself for engaging in sexual banter. Even if it was a little 
lame. 


"| think that if | sniffed the cork, it would smell like 
cork." Deuce poured the wine into two glasses and sat. 
"Really, this is amazing." He started in on the chicken. "I can 
do a couple of really wow Indian dishes, if you're into that. 
Spicy or mild, | can do both." 


"Never had it, | don't think. Is it like Greek? Holly's 


family is Greek, and they made amazing food. Almost 
thought twice about the divorce, just because of her mom's 
souvlaki." Trey took a sip of wine and tried to find a flavor in 
it. "This is good." 


“Thanks. | like it mostly because it's not too sweet and 
it doesn't give me headaches after half a glass." Deuce 
looked like maybe he knew wine wasn't really Trey's thing. 
"Indian isn't really that much like Greek, but you might like 
it. It's more like Pakistani. We'll give it a go, anyway. How did 
you learn how to cook artichokes? | thought they were kind 
of a fake food, actually." 


"| pick up stuff from guys at work. Some of them suck 
in the kitchen, but some are good. When we have a good 
meal, | watch whoever's cooking and try to remember it. | 
like for Lacey to have real food when she's here, not just a 
kid's meal from the burger place. Can | taste the red one?" 


"Absolutely." Deuce got up and grabbed the bottle, 
uncorking it deftly. "Want a new glass? This one is okay to sit 
open for a while, too. It likes to breathe, though honestly | 


usually just drink it." 


Trey finished pulling leaves off his artichoke and moved 
the neat pile of them to the side of his plate. "I guess a new 
glass, sure. What if | like the red one better? Can | drink it 
with my dinner anyway? What are the wine laws?" 


"Don't know, but there's no wine police." Deuce got 
another two wine glasses and poured, then brought them 
and the wine to the table. "If you like it, you drink it. 
Between the two of us we can sort out what we like, I'm 
sure." 


It sounded like another come-on, and when Trey 
glanced up to see if he was right, he found Deuce giving him 
that little smile with a twinkle in his eye. Yup, definitely a 
come-on. 


They both finished their dinner while chatting about 
nothing of great importance. Trey liked that. Small talk was 
underrated, especially when you were trying to get to know 
someone. Deuce was smart and amusing and didn't seem to 
mind that he and Trey were definitely on two different levels 
when it came to things like choosing wine. 


Trey left the dishes to soak in the sink. "So there's 
dessert," he offered. "Now or later?" 


“Later, | think. Did you like the red or the white?" 
Deuce still had half a glass of the white, and there wasn't a 
lot left in either bottle. 


"The red. Maybe. The white was good too, and we 
drank a lot of both." His head was a little fuzzy. Two or three 
beers could go down no problem, but wine was a different 
experience. 


Deuce nodded, smiling at him. "We did, indeed. It's all 
part of my cunning plan, though. Luckily, you're following 
along very well." 


"Your plan is to get me to agree to more than three 
dogs here at a time, | can tell. That's why you brought two 
bottles." Trey left his flip-flops by the sink and gestured 
toward the living room. "Come on, we can sit for a while. 
Then I'll get dessert, which will make you change your mind 
about my cooking skills." 


"You have mad, mad skills, and | in no way want more 
than three dogs here, trust me." He followed Trey, laughing 
as they went to the living room. "But I'll make sure to get a 
couple of bottles of the white every month or so." 


Trey flopped onto his couch and reached for the stereo 
remote. "And a red. For comparison. What music do you 
like?" 


"Any and all, really." Deuce sat down next to him and 
stretched his legs out. "| went through a stage of being all 
dance music, then all classic rock. | have Mozart for Sunday 
afternoons, and African drums for when | want African 
drums. | like it all." 


"| don't have African drums." Trey grinned and turned 
the stereo to the classic rock station. "Do you dance around 
to them?" 


"Not that any living human will ever see." 


Trey chuckled. "I'll have to ask Q, then. Hey, one of our 
guys plays in a band that hits the local bars and stuff around 
here. If you ever want to go, it's pretty cool." 


“Sounds good to me." Deuce nodded. "Do you dance?" 


"Not really. | observe." Trey leaned his head back on 
the couch and turned it so he could see Deuce. "Watching 
people is way more entertaining for me." Wow, they were 
sitting closer than he'd thought. Trey could see that Deuce's 
eyes weren't brown, as he'd first thought. More hazel, with 
little flecks of gold. Nice. 


"And what do you learn, when you're watching 
people?" Deuce was looking back, smiling a little. He didn't 
seem nervous at all, not even slightly. "Or do you just go for 
the entertainment value, watching people be dumb to 
impress each other?" 


"It's both." Either the wine was going to his head, or 
Trey was relaxed enough to feel warm all over. Their feet 
were almost touching and Trey could feel the heat of 


Deuce's body next to him on the couch. "But | learn the 
most while I'm at work, from the calls we get. It lets me 
profile people. Then | judge them while I'm out at a bar." 


"And what kind of things do you judge?" Deuce's smile 
grew, and he seemed to lean in a bit. 


Trey leaned in too, almost without realizing it. "If 
they're pretending to have money. If they're trying to show 
off. If they're just out to have fun or if they want something 
else." Their heads were very close together now. 


"| don't see the point in pretending to have money -- 
that illusion can't last. Want to have some fun?" Deuce's 
gaze dropped and then came back up, leaving Trey with the 
impression that he'd just lost a layer of clothes without even 
noticing. 


"With you?" Oh, Christ. Of course Deuce meant him. 
Trey was totally not used to this direct hit thing. 


Deuce laughed softly. "How about dessert? More wine?" 


"If | drink more wine, I'll sleep through my alarm 
tomorrow. But dessert, sure." Trey hesitated for a second, 
unsure if he'd read the moment correctly. 


Deuce looked him over again and smiled, the twinkle 
kicking up a notch. "I'm probably going to kiss you, if you 
don't go take care of dessert right now. Just so you know." 


Get up. Get up, get up, get up, 

his conscience said, 

get up now and take yourself out of what could be a 
really difficult situation. 


Trey didn't, of course. He stayed where he was and let 
his gaze drop to Deuce's mouth, then back up again. The 
thing was, he wanted to be kissed. "In a second," Trey 
whispered. "I'll get it in a second." 


"Okay." Deuce nodded. "You ponder it for a few 
minutes." Then he leaned the few remaining inches and 
kissed Trey's mouth, soft and slow. Then he did it again. 


It was everything Trey was asking for, even if his 
conscience was sighing and shaking its head at him. Trey 
didn't care. Deuce's mouth was warm, and he smelled good, 
and the wine was letting Trey do stuff that he normally 
would have kept in check. This was his future roommate, 
after all. 


Deuce was a really good kisser, though. Trey lifted a 
hand to cup the back of his Deuce's and found his hair to be 


soft and. Trey shifted a bit on the couch to get closer and 
opened his mouth slightly, letting his tongue touch the 
edges of Deuce's lips. 


The kiss grew deeper, Deuce apparently taking Trey's 
touches for a signal of some kind. He let Trey in and tasted 
back, one hand on Trey's arm. He brushed Trey's jaw and 
cheek before settling his hand back on Trey's bicep, and Trey 
felt more than heard a very soft sound of pleasure. 


The tiny noise went straight to his cock. One electric 
jolt of sensation right from his mouth to his groin, and all 
because Deuce was kissing him and apparently enjoying it. 
Trey hadn't thought a simple kiss would be this... this... 
detailed. There was sound and sense and taste and Trey 
wanted to absorb it all, then get more. 


So, he went for more. The gentle tasting of each other 
that they were doing with their tongues turned into 
exploring each other's mouths. Trey discovered that Deuce 
not only knew how to kiss, but had probably majored in it or 
something. The guy was doing stuff with just his tongue that 


Trey didn't even know was possible. 


Deuce didn't even come up for air so much as he 
granted a slight reprieve and then took Trey's senses over 
again. The hand on Trey's arm squeezed gently and then 
moved to slide around to Trey's back, pulling them closer 
together. It stayed there, warm and heavy in the hollow 
above his waist, anchoring him in place. 


It was only after another minute or two of kissing that 
Trey managed to engage his brain. He pulled back slightly, 
regretting it for a moment when he heard Deuce make a 
sound of protest, but putting distance between them all the 
same. "You're supposed to live here," Trey said quietly. 
Deuce was just inches from his face and making it hard to 
think. "This isn't smart. Is it?" He knew the answer to his 
own question but asked it anyway. 


"It's not dumb." Deuce shrugged. "I like you. You like 
me. I'm not expecting anything momentous to happen, but | 
find that closing doors just because something might not be 
brilliant is a good way of missing out on a lot of good 


things." 


It made sense, in theory. Almost enough sense for Trey 
to lean forward again for more soft kisses, but that damn 
voice in his head spoke up. 

You need to think about what you're doing. 


"| like you," he agreed. He did, a lot. Deuce was cute 
and funny and smart. "And | don't want to close the door on 
it." Also true. "But maybe we should live together for a while 
before we jump into that." It sounded weird to say it that 
way. Living together before the relationship happened was 
not usually the way it worked. 


"Isn't that sort of backward?" Deuce said with a slow 
smile. He didn't seem pissed, though, and he wasn't saying 
no. He also wasn't backing away or letting Trey go. He was 
kind of... paused. Paused was okay. 


"Yeah, pretty much." Trey gave him a sheepish smile. 
“The truth is, I've never lived with anyone other than Holly 
and Lacey. And | don't know how Lacey will react to having 
you here, even though she's a pretty mellow kid and takes 
stuff in stride. What do you think?" 


"| think trial runs are a good thing." Deuce nodded. "I 
think we should see how it goes, sure. Like | said, | don't 
have a certain set of expectations. I'm sure as hell not going 
to pressure you into something, either. That's not really my 
style." His smile took out any sting. 


Trey nodded as well. Deuce was right, but a small part 
of Trey felt as if he wanted to be pressured into something. 
Sometimes it was just easier to let someone else decide 
things. That was one reason he'd never be captain at work: 
too many choices, too many decisions. Way easier to do 
what he was told, and less drama, too. 


"Okay," he agreed. "See how it goes." 


Deuce leaned forward and kissed him again, just once. 
“How about dessert now, then? Something else to put in my 
mouth." 


“That is not the way to un-pressure me." Trey grinned 
and accepted the kiss, returning one of his own. "But okay." 
He got up and took a moment to adjust, not looking back to 
see if Deuce had to do the same. Trey would never get off 
the couch if he saw that. 


The chocolate-raspberry parfaits were in the fridge 
where he'd left them. Trey grabbed two spoons and took 
both glasses back to the living room. "Here you go," he 
announced, setting Deuce's chilled glass in front of him. "It's 
chocolate angel food cake, vanilla custard, and fresh 
raspberries. Totally easy." 


Deuce's eyes went wide. "You fend off sex on the couch 
with sex in a glass dish. Interesting deflection technique." 
He picked up his glass and spoon and tasted, and this time 
the sound wasn't at all soft and quiet. "Oh, my God." Deuce 
groaned and rolled his eyes. "I'm moving in. You won't ever 
get rid of me, sorry." 


Trey had to chuckle. "Seriously? This isn't even 
homemade. Store-bought everything. | don't do much 
baking, except for cookies for Lacey once in a while. We 
have this at work sometimes, so you'll definitely have to 
come down for dinner." He took a bite of his own dessert 
and discovered the raspberries were quite sweet. 


"Doesn't matter. Twinkies are good to me." Deuce kept 
eating. "I have to bike miles and miles because of it -- it's 
not just the nachos. | work hard at being able to eat like this 
once in a while. During the week I'm mostly a steamed 
vegetable guy with a bit of lean meat, but the weekends are 
all about indulging." 


There were so many ways to interpret Deuce's 
meaning of the word "indulge", so Trey decided to just take 
it at face value. "Cool. Plenty of healthy recipes and stuff | 
can show you when you move in. And not so healthy." The 
creamy fettuccine alfredo he made sometimes was one of 
them. 


Dessert was finished amid more gentle teases and 
joking, and Deuce remained true to his word and didn't 
make any sort of move. Disappointing, but a relief at the 
same time. Trey was too weirded out by the way things were 
moving. 


"I work tomorrow," he said, scooping up the last of his 
parfait. "Come by if you want to. Or text me or something." 


"Really? I'd love that. | have some errands to do, but I'll 
see if you're around in the late afternoon, if that's cool." 
Deuce looked as pleased as he sounded. 


"Afternoons are always better. Mornings are busy with 
chores and stuff. Give me a call before you come by, okay?" 


"Sure." Deuce nodded and got up, taking both glasses 
with him. "I'm going to head home, | think. Mostly because 
I'm slightly drunk and the puppies need to be let out. If I get 
too cozy, I'll wind up kissing you some more and there will 
be an unholy mess to deal with when | get there." 


Trey took the glasses from him. "I got these. You better 
get home to the mess. Before it becomes unholy, | mean. 
Thanks for coming over tonight. And for the wine and... 
everything." 


"Thank 

you. 

" Deuce smiled at him and looked around before 
walking to the door. "Thanks for supper, for suggesting | 


move in, all of it. I'll call you tomorrow." 


Trey followed, still holding the dessert glasses. "Sounds 
good." Before his better judgment could catch up, he leaned 
in and gave Deuce a fast kiss. "Night." 


"Good night, Trey." Deuce gave him a huge smile and 
left, whistling softly to himself. 


The door closed with a soft click, and Trey resisted the 
impulse to look out the front window. Instead, he went to 
the kitchen and left the glasses soaking with the rest of the 
dinner dishes. He'd wash them in the morning before work. 


He turned lights off as he went down the hall and spent 
a moment peeking his head into Lacey's room. The house 
was always more welcoming when she was there to break 
the stillness. Trey supposed that Deuce would do the same 


thing when he moved in. It might be nice to come home to a 
place that actually had people in it instead of silent rooms. 


Trey brushed his teeth in the bathroom and checked 
himself in the mirror for whisker growth. He rubbed his chin 
as he entered his own bedroom and debated shaving 
tonight, then discarded the idea in favor of an early 
bedtime. He'd shave for work in the morning. That was one 
thing he loved about having four days off in a row: no need 
to shave. Otherwise, he was expected to be clean-shaven 
for each shift or run the risk of his breathing apparatus mask 
not fitting correctly over his face. 


Clothes got discarded in a heap, and he crawled in 
between crisp cotton sheets. Trey's housekeeper was totally 
worth what he paid her to come in and clean once a week. 
He'd have to remind himself to let Deuce know that 
Wednesdays were clean-house day. 


Thoughts of Deuce made Trey focus on the evening 
they'd just shared. It had been easy and comfortable, and 
the kissing had just sort of happened, despite that little 


voice that had advised against it. But man, it had been nice. 


So nice, in fact, that Trey's cock began firming up just 
from the reminder. Deuce had smelled good, and he had 
strong hands. Trey had a thing for hands. He couldn't help 
getting turned on by the rough skin and light dusting of hair 
that most guys had, but Deuce's hands had the extra bonus 
of long fingers. 


God, he got even harder at the thought. Under the 
warm cover of his blankets, Trey touched himself lightly and 
closed his eyes. He was too wound up to sleep, anyway. 
Taking the edge off would help. 


The lube was always in his bedside drawer. He 
retrieved it and used a few slick drops that became warm as 
soon as they came in contact with his skin. His left hand 
dropped instinctively to fondle his balls as his other hand 
stroked his shaft and coated it well with the slippery stuff. A 
tiny drop of his own liquid added to the smoothness. 


Trey planted both feet flat on the bed and arched up 
into the tunnel of his hand. The memory of Deuce's mouth 
on his was like a ghost in the room, something Trey could 
almost feel if he concentrated hard enough. The reminder of 
what Deuce's tongue had done was enough to make Trey 
groan out loud. 


The rhythmic strokes turned into hurried thrusts, 
despite Trey's best intentions to draw things out. Everything 
was tingling and tight, and his balls were aching for release, 
so Trey gave in to the fact that this was not going to bea 
long jerk-off session. Sometimes they just weren't. 


He let himself think about sparkling hazel eyes and a 
crooked smile, and how Deuce's body had felt next to Trey's 
on the couch. His dick throbbed in his hand and Trey gave a 
soft grunt in surprise when his come splashed over his 
fingers and onto his stomach. The orgasm uncurled from his 
belly and made Trey shake and curl his toes into the sheets. 


After, when he'd cleaned up and was once again 
looking at the ceiling, Trey wondered one more time if he'd 
made the right choice for himself, for Lacey, and for Deuce. 
Things had the potential to go really, really wrong. Trey had 
made plenty of wrong decisions in his life. 


He didn't want this to be one of them. 


Seven 


Deuce put the last box of things in his car and looked 
at Pete. "How come there's always one box of random crap, 
no matter what? Almost everything | own is in storage or 
had to be tossed because of smoke damage, and | still have 
a box of crap." 


"It's the way of the universe, man." Pete grinned at him 
and then winced as his puppy bit his ankle. "You need to 
leave before | change my mind." 


"Hey, if you give it back, | have to unpack the car and 
move back in. Trey said no more than three dogs can come 


with me, including his." 


Pete rolled his eyes dramatically. "I let you stay with all 
of them." 


"He's giving me my own bathroom. Sorry." Deuce 
offered his hand. "Thanks, man. | really appreciate the 
Space. | owe you, big time." 


Pete shook his hand and then pulled him into a back 
thumping hug. "Get out of here. Don't be a stranger." 


In the car, two puppies started crying. 


"| better go before Q bails." Deuce got in his car, 
thankful that he hadn't really bought too much stuff since 
the fire. He could move in one trip, even with the dog crate 
in the back seat. "See you around." He pulled out of Pete's 
drive and headed the few miles to Trey's place -- 

his 

new place -- singing at the top of his lungs to keep the 
dogs from being upset. 


When he got there he pulled right up, not sure if he 
should park in the drive or on the street but wanting to be 
close to unload. First things were first, though and he got 
the leashes. Dogs needed to sniff and pee before all else. 


Trey must have been waiting for him, because he 
appeared as soon as Deuce opened the car door and 
stepped out. "Hi." Trey grinned, giving the interior of the car 
a once-over, likely to make sure that Deuce only had three 
dogs. 


"Q, yours, mine." Deuce grinned. "Plus all my worldly 
goods that aren't locked up at Storage Haven. Small locker." 
Not a lot had been spared from the smoke and water 
damage. 


Deuce got a sheepish grin in return. "I trusted you; it's 
cool." Trey opened the back door and reached for the crate 
that held the two puppies. Q sat in the front seat and turned 
her head to watch Trey. "Hi," he said to her, giving her chin a 
scratch. "Welcome home." 


“Out you get, Q." Deuce opened up all the doors so Q 
could take her pick and waved a leash at her. "This is the 
end of line. All passengers must exit the train at this station. 
There are no further stops." 


Q got out of the car and stretched, taking her time and 
completely ignoring the crate with her pups. Then she went 
to sniff the grass and promptly marked her territory. 


"Classy." Deuce rolled his eyes and clipped on one of 
the leashes. "Got two more leashes here, do you want to let 
them out here or in the back?" 


“Here, | guess. And it's okay if they pee. | told my lawn 
guy | was getting dogs, and he's got some stuff, | dunno." 
Trey set the crate down and opened the latch. "Just clip it on 
their collars?" 


“There's a D ring near the buckle." Deuce grabbed one 
of the puppies -- Trey's, as it turned out -- and showed him. 
"That's all there is to it. Mind you, sometimes they're 
slippery and you're halfway across the yard before you get 
to the D ring." 


Trey furrowed his brow and concentrated on getting the 
leashes attached to the dogs before they bolted. He 
managed to get both of them on and proudly displayed his 
handiwork to Deuce. "I can be a dog owner. This is easy." 


The puppies promptly took that opportunity to make a 
run for it, not realizing they were leashed. Their leads got 
tangled around Trey's legs as they went in opposite 
directions, and Deuce winced as Trey tried and failed to 
keep his balance. 


"Shit," Trey said to the sky. To his credit, he still had the 
leashes in one hand. 


Deuce went to him and offered a hand up. "Maybe | 
should take one of those. You keep Six, l'Il take Q and 
Nameless." He did not laugh, though he did grin. Trey was 
adorable even flat on his back. 


Trey took the hand and pulled himself to his feet. 
"Good idea," he said ruefully, and handed over Deuce's 
puppy. Six sat down and wagged his little tail, oblivious to 
the fact that he'd just sent his new owner sprawling on his 


nice, tight ass. "Let's bring them to the backyard and they 
can run around there." 


"Good plan." Deuce closed up the car and maneuvered 
his way to the backyard with two leashes, the puppies 
working in a constant zigzag pattern that seemed designed 
to trip him. Q just walked, stepping over the puppy without 
any apparent effort. "So, | figure it will take me all of an hour 
to unload the car and unpack. Then I'll go buy some food, | 
guess." 


"| can help." Trey seemed to be concentrating hard on 
getting Six to walk in a straight line, although the puppy 
wasn't cooperating. "Why do they do this? Why don't they 
just... walk?" He stopped short as Deuce's puppy 
unexpectedly crossed in front of him. 


“Too many things to smell and see." Deuce smiled as 
the puppies stopped walking to play. "They won't actually 
even be ready to learn how to walk on a leash for another 
few weeks. But we can teach them to sit and stuff. Leash 


and heel is hard." 


When Six decided once again to wrap his lead around 
Trey's ankle, Trey let out an exasperated snort and picked 
the puppy up. "You would think dogs would just know how." 
He gave the puppy an affectionate rub on the head and led 
the way around the side of the house to the latched gate. "I 
took care of the side door," he pointed out. And indeed, the 
woodwork that now covered the open spaces in the gate 
looked freshly cut. 


"Oh, nice." Deuce showed Q the wood. "Don't eat it." Q 
hadn't chewed anything in years, but it never hurt to tell 
her, he figured. "This will do great. Did you tell Lacey yet? 
About Six, | mean." 


"| said | had a surprise for her. If | told her what it was, 
she'd blab it to Holly, and then I'd get an earful before Lacey 
got here. This way, she and | can talk about how much her 
mom really needs to know." Trey's tone had turned grim. 


"About a dog, about a new housemate, or about me in 
the specific?" Deuce didn't want to get in the middle of 
family drama, not when things were only at the kissing 
stage. 


"Well, | meant just the dog. But the other thing will 
come into play eventually." Trey rolled his eyes and sat 
down on the grass in the back yard. "Don't worry, she won't 
harass you or anything. And we don't ever fight around 
Lacey. She and | just tend to have heated conversations 
when it's anything more than ‘Lacey has ballet on 
Wednesday’ or 'Be at the school at two on Friday for her 
parent conference’." 


"Breaking up is never fun." Deuce sat down too and let 
the dogs wander, keeping an eye on things to stop any 
digging. "At least you two manage the parenting part okay. 
Lacey's lucky to have that." 


"| guess." Trey shrugged and Deuce saw his gaze follow 
the puppies. "She'd be luckier to have an intact family. Or 
maybe a father who isn't gay. She'll have to deal with fallout 
from that." 


“The world is changing. Maybe in a few years it will be 
even less of an issue. It's not something that you can beat 
yourself up about -- it's not like it's a choice, after all. All you 
can do is continue to be a good, responsible parent." Deuce 
hoped he didn't sound like he was talking out his ass. What 
did he know about being a parent, gay or otherwise? But he 
knew that happy parents made happy kids, and denying 
himself wouldn't make Trey happy. Therefore, being a gay, 
out parent kind of had to be better than being a miserable 
person trying to be a good parent. 


Or something. It was confusing. 


"None of my business," Deuce added, feeling utterly 


lame. "Sorry." 


Trey turned to look at him. His blue eyes were serious 
but untroubled. "Sure it is," he said. "You'll be living here. 
You might be witness to some of it. If we hadn't, you know, 
kissed and whatever, | wouldn't be talking to you about it. 
But we did, so now you're involved. Kind of." A worried look 
crept into Trey's eyes. "I guess I'm the one who should be 
sorry. This probably isn't what you bargained for." 


Deuce smiled at him. "I have no expectations. None. | 
signed up for hanging out and more kissing, and just seeing 
how it goes. If it goes in the direction of that, I'm okay with 
it. Life is life. I'm not going to run from an ex-wife, promise." 


"You haven't met her." Trey sighed. "But that's cool. | 
don't run or back down from her either, which she hates. 
She's five feet three inches of terror. Anyway, that's not for 
a while down the road, so don't worry about it. Lacey will be 
here tomorrow, though. Are you ready for that?" 


"Yep. Should | have something for her? | didn't think | 
should; that would be weird. But maybe a book? Kind of 
‘hey, we're going to be sharing space a few days a week, 
and | heard you like to read.' Is that dumb? Will she think I'm 
trying to buy her affection?" Deuce had woken up three 
times the night before, unsure of what to do. 


The corner of Trey's mouth turned up, and he spoke 
warmly. "You already have something for her." He pointed 
across the yard at Six, who was sniffing the edge of the 
brick planter. "That's plenty. Don't worry. If you take her up 
on her offer to play Operation at least twice, you're in." 


“They still make that?" Deuce grinned. "Man, my mom 
hated that sound. BUZZZZZ." The dogs all looked over. 
"Nameless needs a name. Any suggestions? Maybe Lacey 
can name him." 


"Not if you don't want a name like Prince Eric or 
something from the Disney movies. We can probably come 
up with something that fits better." 


"Chewy? Bitey? What were the seven dwarfs' names, 
again?" Deuce laughed. "How about Pup. Or Dog. Henry. 
Jack." 


Trey raised a brow. "You need help with animal names, 
clearly. I've never even had a dog, and | know those are less 
than creative." He paused and watched a puppy sniff one of 
the sprinkler heads. "We have a two and three. And a Six. 
Another number name would fit right in there, | guess." 


"Pi." Deuce grinned. "Pi, for sure." That was odd and 
would make Q feel more secure about her name, he 
thought. 


"Pie." Trey tilted his head thoughtfully. "That's not a... 
oh! Pi. Like the number." Deuce wasn't sure, but there might 
have been a hint of a blush on Trey's cheeks. "Got it. Told 
you; dumb fireman." He grinned. "Pi works for me. It's your 
puppy." 


"You're not dumb." Deuce rolled his eyes and then 
laughed. "When | get a name tag made, l'Il put 3.14 on it." 
That'd be cool. He hoped he wouldn't have to spend ages 
getting the name right on the paperwork at the vet's office. 
Q's name had utterly confounded one of the techs, and he 
was always having to adjust it from 'cue' or ‘coo’. 


The puppies had made their way around the yard and 
were now nosing at both of the humans. Trey lifted Six into 
his lap and stroked the silky puppy fur with a big hand. "If 
you want to get started on unloading, we can leave them 
back here. They should be okay, if we check on them every 
fifteen minutes or so." 


"Sure?" Deuce looked around and didn't see any means 


of escape. "They might dig a bit, if they're not watched." 


"That's okay. | warned my gardener, remember? If they 
start totally destroying everything, we'll figure something 
out." Trey deposited the puppy back on the grass and stood 
up, offering a hand to Deuce. 


Taking it and pulling himself up, Deuce held on to 
Trey’s hand a moment longer. "Thanks." For the hand, for 
everything, really. He tried to put it all into that word. "I'll 
make you supper later. Nothing as fancy as what you did, 
but edible." 


"You want to?" Trey gave him a faint smile. "It's hard to 
turn down a meal made by somebody else. Thank you." He 
slid open the glass door that led to the kitchen and waited 
for Deuce to follow him inside. "I don't have fancy stuff to 
cook with, but you'll find what you need." 


"I'll go buy food after | unpack." Deuce was pretty easy 
about that, and he figured he had to stock his bathroom, 
too, anyway. "How about super fancy burgers and 
homemade fries? | can even do it low-fat, if that's a big 
thing. Big salad, something for dessert..." Great, now he was 
hungry and he hadn't even moved his boxes in. 


"I'll leave it up to you," Trey laughed. "I'm due for a 
gym workout tomorrow morning anyway, so whatever you 
want to make is fine with me." He continued on through the 
house and out the front door. "So this is everything?" 


"Yup. | have a few things in a storage unit, but it's 
mostly crap like dishes. | lost all my soft furniture to smoke 
and water, but there's a couple of tables I'll try to save, later 
on. This is my clothes, mostly, and some things like books, 
work stuff. My bike is all taken apart. My TV is the biggest 
thing in here, and it's pretty small, for a TV." It was pathetic, 
how his life could fit in his car. 


It wasn't a big car. 


"Okay." Trey didn't seem bothered by any of that. "So 
let's get to it, huh?" He glanced inside the car at the TV and 
looked thoughtful. "I still have my old flat screen that Holly 
and | had in our bedroom. It's up in the attic. You can have it 
for your room, if you want." 


Deuce thought about that for a moment. There wasn't 
anything actually wrong with his TV except it was old and 
small. "Maybe Lacey could hook video games up to this one 
or something." 


Trey nodded. "She has her hand-held one, but she's 
been asking me for a Wii. | don't really want to put one in 
her room, though. Hey, if you want to hold onto your own 
TV, | totally get it. Just wanted to offer." 


"And | appreciate it." Deuce smiled at him and dragged 
his suitcase out of the car. "A bigger screen would be cool. 
We can put this one in a closet until we figure things out. | 
don't spend a lot of time watching TV, but when you're at 
work I'll probably hole up in my room with the remote, for 
Sure." 


Trey reached in for a box of stuff. "Whatever you're 
comfortable with. The TV in the living room is HD, so feel 
free to use it." He straightened up with the box in his arms. 
"| don't really want you to confine yourself just to your 
space. I'm gone a lot, man. Use it to your advantage." 


"| guess I'm just used to it by now." He'd probably get 
used to having the run of a whole house pretty fast, though. 
"Oh, hey, if you get the box of DVDs just put them in the 
living room. You're welcome to watch 'em, like I said." The 
ones that were for more personal viewing weren't packed 
with the regular ones. 


“That's awesome, thanks. And I'll leave you the 
password for my Netflix account, if you want to order 


anything through the TV." Trey turned to bring the box 
inside, his arms flexing with the weight of it. 


Deuce followed along, pulling his clothes with one hand 
and carrying one of the smaller boxes under his other arm. 
"Is it okay with you if | use your bed and mattress for a 
while? | mean, | know I'm taking over your guest room and 
all, but | do intend to buy my own stuff. Eventually." 


The box of stuff landed on the dining room table with a 
thud. "Well, yeah." Trey laughed. "I didn't even think about 
that, | guess. You can use it as long as you're here. Why buy 
your own stuff until you're ready to move out?" 


"Thanks." Deuce put his box on the table and headed 
to his room with his suitcase. "If you're sure, | really do 
appreciate it. Beer with the burgers." He laughed as he said 
it -- and hoped Trey didn't think that Deuce was all about 
getting him drunk and taking advantage. He was only a little 
about that. 


He went into the room and scoped out the furniture he 
had to work with. He thought maybe he'd take advantage of 
the offer of the flat screen TV -- he might get used to it and 
make himself upgrade when he moved out. If. Whatever. 


It was probably bad to think about it in terms of ‘if’. 


"Hey, Trey?" he called, opening the door to his 
bathroom. "How's the water pressure?" 


"Good," Trey called back, "unless the washer's going, or 
the other shower is running, or the sprinklers are on. So 
maybe not so good." He appeared in the hallway with 
another box. "Just don't shower at the same time | am and 
you'll be fine. These look like books; you want them in 
here?" 


"No showering together, got it." Deuce nodded and 
took the box. "That came out wrong. | think." 


Trey twinkled at him, showing white teeth. "I shower 
with guys all the time. The showers at work aren't that 
private." 


"Now you're just teasing me." Deuce grinned and bit 
his lip. "We need to move more stuff now, or l'Il start trying 
to charm you into a kissing break. Probably not a good 
start." A great start, but not a wise one, perhaps. 


Trey appeared to be considering it. Those blue eyes 
turned serious as he wiped his arm over the sweat on his 
forehead. "It wouldn't be a bad start. But maybe we should 
actually get your stuff in here first and pretend you're just 
my roommate for the first night." 


"No kissing until tomorrow?" Deuce was going to make 
Supper really, really good. And then try to get Trey drunk. "I 
can probably live with that, and I'll try not to whine." 


If Trey had more comments about kissing, he didn't 
make them. Instead, he nodded and moved toward the door 
again. "Tomorrow. At least tomorrow." 


"At least." Deuce sighed and followed. At least he had 
only enough stuff for about four trips back and forth, total. 
Then he'd go food shopping, make supper for the two of 
them, and spend the evening unpacking and finding homes 
for his things. "I don't suppose you Know how well sound 
carries from room to room, huh?" 


"I can hear Lacey talking in her sleep sometimes, but 
she and | share a wall. The couple of times I've had people 
Sleep in the guest room, | never heard anything. Why, are 


you noisy?" Trey grinned and dragged another box out of 
the back seat. "I'm used to hearing people make noise at 
night." 


"Okay, | won't be self-conscious, then." He gathered a 
few bags and couple of boxes, then put one of the heavy 
boxes back. "Feel free to ignore any and all moans and 
groans. Or come and investigate, your call." 


Trey's head snapped around, and it was obvious he 
hadn't even considered what Deuce was hinting at. "Oh. 
That! Um." He looked as if he was struggling for an 
appropriate response. "Have fun?" he finally said, the 
familiar pink creeping back into his cheeks. Trey was 
definitely an interesting combination of bold and shy at the 
same time. 


"| will." Deuce laughed softly and shook his head, then 
headed back to the house. "I like you, Trey. You keep me 
thinking." 


KKK 


Lacey was, as promised, a mostly quiet little girl who 
liked to read a lot. She was in love with all three dogs and 
wasn't at all shy about asking Deuce about them and how to 
take care of them, which was good. She also wasn't shy 
about asking all sorts of other questions. 


"Did you meet Dad at work?" She was sitting at the 
kitchen table with a huge pad of paper and a box of colored 
pencils. Deuce wasn't sure what she was drawing, but it 
seemed to be taking sheet after sheet of paper, most of 
which were landing on the floor. 


"Not really." Deuce was making coffee and Trey was 
taking his turn with the dogs in the backyard. Deuce had 
expected Lacey to run after them as she had every other 


time, but apparently she had other things on her mind. "I 
met your dad when he saved Q from a fire." 


"He does stuff like that," she said agreeably. She didn't 
look up from her current picture, which seemed to be mostly 
green. "But you're the first one he let move in. Do you think 
he'll get more?" 


Deuce tilted his head. "More roommates?" he finally 
asked. "I don't think so. He'll run out of bedrooms." 


"I'm not sharing with anyone!" She looked up and 
grinned. "Except the puppies. And a horse." 


"You're going to get a horse? Cool." Deuce was pretty 
sure she wasn't getting a horse. 


Lacey waved a hand at him. "When I'm big. It'll stay in 
the yard, though. So how come you moved in here?" 


So Deuce explained about his apartment, and how 
most places wouldn’t let him move in with a whole bunch of 
dogs, and how her dad was all right with just three dogs. 
Lacey seemed to think about for a bit, but mostly she 
seemed happy that Deuce wasn't the first in a line of stray 
people her dad would bring home. 


Later that afternoon, Deuce answered questions about 
not having a wife or kids, and where he worked, and what 
games he liked, and what books he read, and how come Q 
had such a weird name. He left his bedroom door open while 
he unpacked, so he'd seem friendly and not like he was 
hiding, and wound up with three dogs and a little girl curled 
up on the floor while he folded his shirts. 


“There's nothing on TV and Dad says | can't help him 
cut up vegetables for supper 'cause they gotta be thin. Like, 
really skinny. | don't see anything wrong with thick slices, do 
you?" 


Deuce eyed her. "Is this a trick question?" He added a 
T-shirt to the stack. 


"What's a trick question?" 


He explained trick questions and worried that Trey 
would be unimpressed with him. His little girl really liked the 
idea of trick questions. 


"Can | help you unpack?" she asked, and Deuce was 
trying to find a polite way out of that when Trey rescued him 
with many apologies, though none at all were needed. 


Deuce was just glad that she hadn't run away from 
him, crying. 


That was just day one. Things did calm down after that 
as the novelty of the new guy wore off, and Trey took her 
out somewhere for the second afternoon, which left Deuce 
with time to explore the house and backyard and settle 
himself in. 


After supper on day two, the three of them had 
watched a movie that Deuce had found hysterically funny 
but Lacey had deemed weird, and then Lacey had taken Six 
and Pi to bed. All three of them had gotten up crazy early, 
and Deuce had taken the pups outside to do their thing, just 
to make sure it happened without mayhem. 


By the time Lacey was ready to go back to her mom, 
Deuce was exhausted from trying to impress her and was 
very glad he wasn't the guy she'd be asking for a car when 
she was a teenager. He was almost ready to give her 


anything she wanted already. 


When Trey had taken her for the drop off, Deuce 
gathered his laundry and got that chore underway and tried 
to get his head back into an adult frame of mind. He had to 
figure out the quickest way to his office, see if he could bike 
it without hurting himself, decide what he'd do to keep fit if 
he couldn't do that, and get his clothes ready for work. His 
room was clean, not having had time to degrade to the 
stage where he'd need to tidy up, so that left a bit of time 
for him to fill. 


He got his laptop and settled at the kitchen table to 
look at maps, plotting various ways to get to work. The 
sound of a truck door slamming came not long after. Deuce 
looked up as Trey strolled into the kitchen and dropped his 
keys on the table. 


"So, that was my kid." 


"Your kid is going to rule the world, man. Just so you 
know." 


"My kid might turn out okay, despite her goof of a 
father and bitch of a mother." Trey rolled his eyes and 
retrieved a beer from the fridge, the first Deuce had seen 
him drink in four days. "Hope she didn't get in your business 
too much. Just close the door; she knows not to enter 
without knocking." 


"She was great," Deuce assured him. "She asked what 
she wanted to know; she made sure the new guy was all 
right. | expect she'll probably ignore me from now on." He 
watched Trey, not wanting to ask about how the hand-off 
had gone. 


"No, worse. She'll get comfortable with you, and you'll 
find more days of her lying on your floor or your bed. l'Il talk 
to her about it. She'll be back on..." Trey paused and looked 
over at the shift calendar that was under a magnet on the 


fridge, "...Sunday. Then not till the week after next. You have 
a reprieve." 


"| don't need one." He smiled at Trey and gave him as 
encouraging a look as he could manage. "Really, it's all 
right. You don't need to chase her away from me. l'Il take 
care of it, if it becomes an issue." The washing machine 
buzzed and he stood up. "You look like you could do with a 
quiet night, though." 


Trey took a long swallow of his beer. "Maybe. | have to 
work tomorrow. Oh, and | forgot to wash uniforms." He 
sighed and rubbed his eyes. "Fuck. How many more loads 
do you have?" 


"None. This is going into the dryer." He had one more, 
but nothing he needed for the next day -- he'd throw them 
in when he got home after work and had the house to 
himself. "Can | help? | can put some food together at least." 


"Are you good with an iron? | hate ironing them. 
Washing them is easy." Trey finished his beer and looked like 
he wanted another one. "I think we're just about out of food, 
though. So it's either the last box of mac and cheese or 
take-out. Any preference?" 


"| shopped, remember? Not a lot, granted, but there's 
chicken breast. I'll iron if you grill. And have another beer; 
you're wound tight. Two won't make you unable to work 
tomorrow, will it?" 


Trey snorted. "I've had more than two on a work night, 
believe me. But I'm good with one. And | was kidding about 
the ironing. I'll go start a load if you want to get the chicken 
on. Anything to go with it?" 


"Oh." Deuce laughed. "Thank God. | can't iron. Let me 
check." He went to the fridge and got out the chicken, 
wondering what else he could throw together. He wanted to 
kiss the stress out of Trey, but maybe waiting until the man 


was calmer was better. He wasn't ready to find out what a 
stressed fireman would do if he got a kiss when he didn't 
want it. 


Trey paused and looked in the freezer before leaving 
the kitchen. "Here," he said, and tossed Deuce a package of 
bacon. "Cook up some of that and I'll make chicken club 
Sandwiches." For some reason, Trey always thought bacon 
had less calories when made at home as opposed to ina 
restaurant. He reached in again and dug around. "And here." 
An unopened bag of frozen french fries followed the bacon. 
"Not gourmet. But edible." 


"Cool. You're a genius." Deuce got to work on the food, 
whistling as he thawed the bacon and found a big skillet, 
then got the chicken going. He could hear Trey in the 
laundry room, kindly moving Deuce's wet clothes for him, 
and before long laundry was going, supper was cooked, and 
they were eating at the table. 


Deuce showed Trey the laptop as they ate, and 
between bites the two of them found three routes for Deuce 


to try biking. Surely one of them would get him to work and 
keep him fit. If not, he'd be spending a lot of evenings riding 
around the neighborhood, or he'd be finding a gym. 


Deuce was not the gym-going kind of guy. Or, rather, 
maybe he was, but he didn't want to be. Not if he could just 
ride to work. 


Dishes done and put away, Deuce stifled a burp. "That 
was great. Brilliant, as | said. Anything good on TV tonight?" 


Trey cast another look at the shift calendar. "This is 
Wednesday, right? | watch that one show on Wednesday 
with the guy who catches all the creepy-ass stuff in the 
river. Otherwise, nothing. You got a movie or something you 
want to see?" 


"I'm always up for a movie or a guy on the creepy river. 


If | fall asleep on the couch, poke me. Hey, what time do you 
leave in the morning? So we can time our showers, | mean." 


"Before seven-thirty. | usually don't take a shower in 
the morning at home, though. My shift likes to work out 
early, so I just do it at work. What time do you leave?" 


"Well, if those maps are accurate for ride times, | 
should head out by about seven forty-five. I'll probably go at 
seven-thirty to be on the safe side tomorrow, until | can time 
it myself. And you'll be back the day after, about the same 
time? We might pass in the doorway." 


Trey shook his head. "Coming home is different. It 
depends on if we get a call or not before my relief gets 
there, or if the guy coming in to relieve me is coming from 
home or a different station. Like, if he worked somewhere 
else the day before, it could be at a station across town. And 
he has to wait for 

his 

relief before he can go. It's all a domino effect. But 


most days | should be home around eight in the morning." 


Deuce shook his head ruefully. "I'll take my eight-thirty 
to five work day, day in and day out. Far easier to 
remember." He headed to the couch and glanced back to 
make sure Q was coming, the puppies were still not 
breaking out of their crate, and that Trey was coming along 
as well. "Do you need me to do anything on the days you're 
not here? Water anything?" 


"The only houseplant | have is the violet in the kitchen 
window. One of my sisters-in-law gave it to me, and | kind of 
like it. If I'm working overtime and haven't been here for two 
or three days, can you just check to see if there's water in 
the bowl? It's self-watering.”" Trey and Q both followed Deuce 
to the couch. 


"Sure." Even if he didn't know exactly what a violet 
looked like, 'only houseplant' and ‘kitchen window' were 
specific enough that he could find it. He sat on the couch 
and Q flopped over his knee, as usual. "Anything you want 
to watch is good by me." Mostly Deuce wanted to sit and 


get used to sharing space with this man and see how they 
fit together. 


He was kind of expecting Trey to sit with the usual 
distance between them, but Trey waited for Deuce to sit 
down first and then took the spot right next to him. This was 
new. 


"Nothing that the digital recorder won't catch. | usually 
spend the night after Lacey leaves with a beer and a movie. 
One with swearing and nudity." Trey smiled slightly. "Being 
Dad for four days cuts down on my ‘eat shitty food and use 
profanity’ time." 


Deuce gave Trey a long look and considered his 
options. "You're looking for some adult time, is what you're 
saying? And please, don't hold back on the cursing." 


"| guess that's what I'm saying, yeah." Trey nodded 
once and didn't look away. "A reminder that I'm more than 
just a dad to my kid. | love her, and I wish | had her more, 
but when she's not here the switch back to 'fireman' can be 
a little tough. And strange." Trey rolled his eyes. "Maybe 
being just a guy between 'dad' and 'firefighter' is the buffer | 
need. It's the one I want, anyway." 


So did Deuce, who noted the lack of cussing, nodded to 
himself, and then kissed Trey. He could be adult, no doubt 
about that, and Trey seemed to be open to the offer. Deuce 
wasn't coy about it, either; he poured as much into that kiss 
as he could, making sure Trey got the point. Adult was right 
there, on tap. As much or as little as he wanted. 


Trey kissed him back, and there seemed to be no 
hesitation in it at all. Last time there had been a slight 
holding back, but there was no hint of that now. Trey even 
moved closer and nestled into Deuce's side, looking for the 
perfect fit. 


Taking that as a green light for now, Deuce shifted too, 


until they were pressed close, comfortable against the back 
angle of the couch. He made sure he had one hand on Trey 
at all times, whether it was on his arm or leg or buried in 
Trey's hair, satisfying his craving for touch and for texture. 
Deuce liked to explore, and he let himself feel and 
investigate contours and planes for as long as Trey allowed 
it. 


Trey was pliant and warm against him. He smelled of 
the fabric softener Deuce had discovered in the laundry 
room, and he tasted faintly of the one beer Trey had had 
before dinner. It was all intoxicating, especially when Trey 
opened his mouth and slid his tongue in to touch Deuce's. 


They kissed that way for a long time, long enough for it 
to grow dark in the living room as the sun sank out of sight. 
Just when it seemed that things weren't going to progress 
much further, Trey pushed Deuce back against the couch 
and slid into his lap. 


"Oh, okay." Deuce stopped kissing long enough to 
smile at him and then shifted his hips to get Trey where it 


felt best. "Yeah?" Trey was warm and lean, and Deuce 
wanted to keep going, keep kissing and touching until it got 
too hot to breathe. After that, he'd see just how adult they 
were going to get on the very comfortable couch. 


"Yeah." Trey affirmed it with a nod and then bent his 
head again, legs straddling Deuce's hips and his groin 
nestled firmly against Deuce's crotch. There was no 
mistaking the bulge there. It was the first real, overt sign 
that Trey had given, and he was certainly acting like he 
wanted Deuce to take advantage of the situation. 


"Nice." Deuce got his hands tight on Trey's hips and 
rocked up a little. He was just as hard, and it felt amazing to 
grind a bit, enough for a tease. Harder and longer and 
rougher could wait, even just a few minutes. Assuming, of 
course, that he could stop himself once he started. 


Trey made a soft sound into Deuce's mouth and 
matched the gentle rocking with rhythm of his own. His 
fingers tightened on Deuce's shoulders as he spread his legs 
a little wider to put himself in just the right spot. "Like this?" 


he whispered, as if Deuce was going to say no. 


Deuce nodded, his breath coming faster and his body 
getting tight. "Yeah. Like this." He closed his eyes and 
rocked up harder, his thighs twitching as his balls throbbed. 
"Just like this." 


There was no sound in the room except for their panted 
breaths. Trey had stopped kissing him and had his face 
buried in Deuce's neck, his hands clenching and 
unclenching as they rocked together. 


"Oh, God." Deuce moved is hands back to cup Trey's 
ass and pulled him down. He could feel his body getting 
warm, his feet wanting to move on the floor to get even 
more leverage. "We keep going, we'll have to go more 
laundry. Just so you know." He drove up anyway and gasped. 


Before Deuce could move or readjust himself, Trey had 
whipped his own shirt off and was working the button fly on 
Deuce's jeans. "This will be less messy." He managed to get 
one hand inside and closed warm fingers around Deuce's 
cock, withdrawing it from his boxers. 


"Jesus." Deuce looked down and watched for a couple 
of strokes and then his head fell back. "You do adult really, 
really well." He knew he should be moving his hands, 
getting into Trey's jeans to reciprocate, but his brain was 
already going offline. Trey would get his, but maybe it would 
take a little while. Coordination would have to come back 
first. 


"| watched you all week," Trey murmured. He stroked 
Slow and even, rubbing his thumb over the wet head. "You 
were so good with Lacey. Kind of a turn on." Another hard 
stroke, this time with a squeeze at the top. "I've wanted to 
do this to you for days." 


Deuce groaned and thrust into Trey's hand. "You hid it 
well. Good job." He thrust again, now almost panting. "Very, 


very good job." Just a little more and he'd lose all semblance 
of control. He could feel tension coiled low in his belly, and 
his feet finally found purchase on the floor as he thrust 
again. 


Trey tightened his fist again and slid down lower in 
Deuce's lap. With one quick bob of his head, he placed his 
mouth over the tip of Deuce's cock and sucked hard. 


"Oh, 

Shit 

." Deuce arched and came, his orgasm slamming into 
him before he expected it. His hands grabbed at Trey's 
shoulders and then petted his hair, but all of Deuce's 
attention was on the way his body was zinging with release, 
everything pulsing and shaking. 


The soft cotton of Trey's T-shirt caught the warm 
ribbons of come that Deuce spilled. Trey drew the rest out of 
him and petted and cleaned him up, seemingly oblivious to 
the erection that still tented the front of his jeans. The only 
sign that he might be needy was the slight shake in his 


hands. 


Deuce got his eyes to focus and reached for Trey. He 
pulled Trey close and kissed him, still not breathing evenly. 
“That was unexpected. | love unexpected." He thrust his 
tongue into Trey's mouth and palmed Trey's cock over the 
fabric of his jeans. 


"Sometimes | -- oooh." Whatever Trey was about to say 
dissolved into a sound of pleasure instead. Trey leaned into 
the kiss and rolled his hips into Deuce's hand. "Sometimes 
I've been known to surprise people," he whispered. He 
dropped his hand to cover Deuce's. 


"You can surprise me any time you want." Deuce 
rubbed and groped for a moment, getting the feel of the 
hard length under his hand. "I really don't mind surprises." 
He unfastened Trey's jeans and urged him to slide over and 
lay back on the couch. 


There was no hesitation at all. Trey lay back dutifully 
and closed his eyes. "I jerked off thinking about you," he 
admitted. "Once at home and once at work." He shoved at 
his jeans until Deuce could clearly see the line of his prick 
through his boxer briefs. There was nothing small about him. 


"That's amazingly hot." Deuce slid his palms up Trey's 
thighs and over the fabric, hooking his fingers over the 
waistband. "I did too, but not at work. | might do that 
tomorrow." He tugged the boxer briefs down and gathered 
Trey's erection in one hand. 


A little whimper escaped and Trey thrust up 
immediately into Deuce's fingers. "Can you move faster?" 
he asked. "Because I've kind of been waiting for this." 


Deuce laughed softly and moved faster. "Sorry." He 
stroked firmly, enjoying the look on Trey's face and the flush 
of his skin. "Next time we'll take it easy, go slower." This 
time was already past the point where they could really get 


into it -- or maybe they were both so into it that they just 
couldn't stop. Either way, it was too powerful to rein in right 
then. 


There was no answer to the "next time" statement, but 
that could have been because Trey was apparently busy 
concentrating on how fast or slow Deuce was going. "Yes," 
he breathed, eyes closed and his lashes so long that they 
nearly brushed the tops of his cheeks. "Almost." 


Looking down at his hand and Trey's cock, Deuce 
added a bit of pressure on the upstroke and brushed his 
thumb over the moisture gathered at the tip. "So sexy," he 
murmured. "So hard and sexy." 


There was a Sharp intake of breath and then Trey was 
spilling over Deuce's hand. The tremors from Trey's body 
could be felt even through the couch cushions. Deuce 
milked and squeezed until Trey was done and his breathing 
had evened out. He opened his eyes after several moments 
and blinked at the ceiling. "That kind of adult time beats a 


beer and a movie. Even if the movie is porn." 


Deuce grinned. "I'm better than porn. Nice." He kissed 
Trey and reached for the poor abused T-shirt. "I gotta say, | 
do like your adult time." 


"It seems to be more fun with another adult," Trey 
laughed. He sat up and looked around a little with a dazed 
expression. "So... what were we doing? TV or something?" 


"TV or something, yes." Deuce laughed and sat up, 
getting his pants back on as best he could. "I think I'll have 
a beer, though. Want another while I'm up?" 


Trey appeared to consider it, then shook his head. "One 
was enough. I'm going to wash up, though." He got up and 
took his T-shirt with him, making a slight face. 


Deuce watched him go and went to the kitchen, 
realizing halfway there that he was wearing his goofy "just 
got laid" grin. He hoped he could lose it before Trey got back 
-- it was a lame look. 


Then he shrugged, got his beer, and went to find 
something good on TV. Adult time was a very good thing, 
and it certainly boded well for their living arrangements. 
Deuce 

liked 

Trey, and it felt good to know that was returned. 


"It's a good thing," he told Q as he sat back down. She 
didn't look impressed. She merely sighed and went back to 
sleep. Deuce figured he'd take that as a sign of enthusiastic 
agreement. "Yep. A real good thing." 


Eight 


Overtime was great money, but when it was his third 
shift in a row, Trey often found himself cranky and 
wondering why he needed the money so badly in the first 
place. 


He lay on his bunk after lunch and wondered if he'd 
have time for a fast cat nap. The first night of his shift had 
been quiet, but last night was the opposite. Up twice in the 
middle of the night for one false alarm -- those security 
systems at the office buildings were too sensitive -- and one 
canceled call. Then he couldn't get back to sleep, of course, 
so he jerked off thinking about Deuce. 


That was becoming quite the common occurrence 
lately. Trey didn't know how to feel about that. The guy was 
funny, cute, and really charming. He was a quiet roommate 
and seemed to like Lacey. 


Lacey liked Deuce, too, which was definitely a plus. The 
only trouble was that she talked about him frequently when 
she was with her mother, and Trey had heard Holly's 
displeasure about that fact. 


"So you have a boyfriend," she'd said when Trey had 
dropped Lacey off three days ago. 


"No." He'd found it was smarter not to use extra words 
that she could twist around. Besides, it was true. Neither he 
or Deuce had said anything about being exclusive. 


“Lacey said there's a man living with you. Who is it?" 
She folded her arms and looked up at him. Trey remembered 
once upon a time that it had been her petite size that had 
attracted him to her. "Pocket rocket", the guys had called 
her. 


Trey rubbed a hand over his face and silently counted 
to five. "His name is Nathaniel, and he's not my boyfriend; 
he's my roommate." All true. 


Holly squared her jaw. "How do | know that Lacey is 
safe there?" 


It was a valid question, he supposed, but it touched a 
nerve. "Jesus Christ, Holly. You think I'd endanger her? Say 
whatever the fuck you want about me, but I'm not a shitty 
father, and you know it." 


She had the grace to redden slightly. "Still, Trey. It's a 
strange guy in the same house as my daughter. One I've 
never met, and one you didn't tell me about. | had to hear 
about him from my child. She spent four days there with him 
and you never said anything. Why is he a secret?" 


They'd gone on and on like that for almost twenty 
minutes. Trey ended up being late for work that morning. His 
captain had raised a brow when Trey had stalked in, but 
wisely refrained from asking any questions. 


It had soured his mood for the entire shift, and knowing 
he was working two more days after that didn't help 
improve things. His one bright spot was when Deuce had 
texted him before bed each night, just a short good night 
note. 


Thinking of Deuce now made Trey reach over for his 
phone. He scrolled to the last message Deuce had sent him 


and hit 'reply', then typed, "Bored. Tired. How's my dog?" 


A few moments later he got one back that read, 
"Napping atm. Spent an hour in the yard playing. We won't 
discuss the mess on the kitchen floor. Bring home spray 
cleaner." 


Trey wrinkled his nose and grinned. He could just 
imagine. He texted back, "Some in garage on shelf. Gloves 
too." He paused momentarily, then added, "Bring them by 
later to visit." 


Almost immediately he got a reply. "3? Or just the 
pup?" 


Shoot, what the hell. His crew would love it. "All 3. They 
can stay in the engine bay while we eat." 


"What time? :D" 


He checked his watch, then answered, "We eat at 6. 
Come by at 5:30." 


"See you then. If you try to cancel I'm ignoring you and 
coming anyway." Almost immediately that was followed by 
another text. "Missed you." 


Trey read both texts twice before he sent one final 
message. "If we're not here, wait for me. Missed you too." 


And he had, really. Three days in a row was the longest 


he'd gone without seeing Deuce and getting a good night 
kiss, if not more, for a few weeks. Deuce was good at giving 
more. 


Feeling better already despite the lack of sleep, Trey 
got up and went to the kitchen to announce guests for 
dinner. "Hey, my roommate's gonna come by for chow." He 
spoke to the crew of the other engine. There were three 
separate crews on shift at the same time: one for each of 
the two fire engines and then the one for the fire truck. 
Tonight was the truck's turn to cook. 


"He better like ribs," Jack Sheridan announced. "They're 
on sale." The paramedic grabbed his wallet and shouted for 
the rest of his crew to hurry up, he was leaving for the store. 


Trey knew Deuce liked ribs because they'd barbecued 
some last week together, and then devoured two whole 
racks. Both of them had had indigestion that night, but 
neither of them regretted it. "Get corn!" he yelled after 
them, and then went to find his captain. 


Chance was in his office, going over time sheets. Trey 
knocked once on the open door. "Company for chow. My 
roommate. Uh... and dogs." 


"Sure." Chance nodded and highlighted more 
paperwork. "New roommate?" 


"Yeah. Temporary. He's a nice guy." 


"Fine by me. Tell Jack, though. The truck's cooking 
dinner." 


"Yessir, | did. Thanks." Trey nodded at him and turned 


to go watch some television in the front room, but the 
familiar sound of two chimes interrupted that plan. 


“Engine Eleven, go into service. Myocardial infarction 
at 5097 Hummingbird Trail. Engine Eleven, please report." 
The soft, automated female voice was unchanging, no 
matter what the call was. Her nickname throughout the 
department was "Bitchin' Betty", and Trey often wondered if 
she'd herald the end of the world the same way, ina 
pleasant, unchanging tone. 


Chance sighed and abandoned the printouts at his 
desk. He rose and joined Trey in their walk to the garage. 
"Third heart attack today. They're dropping like flies over 
there in Golden Years." The assisted living retirement 
community was a frequent call for Station Eleven. 


“Busy day means busy night." One night at a time, he 
could handle. But his third working day in a row made Trey 
dread the coming evening. All he really wanted right now 
was to be at home with a beer in one hand and the remote 
in the other, preferably with Deuce next to him on the 


couch. 


"Probably." Chance sounded indifferent about it, as he 
did about most things. It was what made him a good 
Captain, Trey supposed. He was calm and never raised his 
voice, but people liked him and responded to his orders. The 
fact that Chance was gay always amazed Trey, too. The man 
kept quiet about it, though he and his longtime partner were 
definitely not in the closet. Tucker was a fireman over at 
Station Nineteen, and Trey figured most people didn't know 
they were together. The fire department as a whole wasn't a 
place where you announced your orientation, anyway. 


They ran their call and got back to the firehouse in 
time for Trey to take a fast shower and put on a clean 
department T. All of them went through at least three a day, 
so it was a good thing there was a washer and dryer in the 
garage. 


Just as Trey was finger-combing wet hair, Aaron Burnett 
stuck his head into Trey's dorm. "Your buddy's here," he 


said, thumbing over his shoulder. "Are those your dogs?" 


Trey shoved his feet back into his work boots and rose 
from the bed. "One of them," he replied. "Well... okay, | 
guess all of them are, for now." He grinned at Aaron and 
went to find Deuce. The day had just improved by a mile. 


"Q! Get out of that!" Deuce was standing in the open 
bay door, shaking his head as Q sniffed her way around the 
edge of the building. The puppies were standing stock still, 
looking around with huge eyes. That would likely change in 
an instant, and they'd probably go in exact opposite 
directions. "Oh, hey. Hi there!" Deuce smiled at him and 
pointed at Q. "How much trouble can she get into?" 


Q was nosing her way into the planter and sniffing at 
the bark pieces that were there in lieu of dirt. "None," he 
laughed. "She's fine." He crouched down on one knee and 
whistled softly. "Six!" 


The puppy swiveled its head around at the sound of 
Trey's voice and bounded over immediately. 


"Smartypants." Deuce watched them, smiling, then 
looked around. "Oh-oh. Got any paper towel? Pi peed." 


Trey scooped up Six and moved to the garden hose 
that was on the side of the station. "Here," he called, and 
tossed the end of it to Deuce. He turned the water on and 
watched the hose fill. "I'd use the fire hose on it instead, but 
we don't want to scare the dogs." 


"We should wait until they're at least a year old before 
we traumatize them," Deuce said with a nod. He hosed 
down the area that Pi had christened and then whistled for 
Q. When he had both his dogs in hand -- their collars, 
anyway -- he gave them both a drink from the hose and 
then nodded to Trey that he was done. "How's your day 
been going?" he asked, releasing Q and keeping Pi with him. 


Trey rewound the hose and strolled back over to Deuce, 
Six still firmly under his arm. The puppy was content to be 
carried, and Trey could feel him wagging his tail with 
pleasure at the attention. He glanced around the garage 
once before saying, "Better now. Thanks for coming by." 


Deuce smiled, looking pleased. "It's been a long few 
days. You'll be home tomorrow morning?" 


"Yeah, thank God. Home for two days, work for one, 
and then Lace'll be over. That's not a lot of time for us." It 
really wasn't. Trey realized he was spreading himself thin. 


"Hey, it's okay." Deuce took a step closer, but not too 
close. He spoke quietly. "No pressure, all right? We do what 
feels good and right, that's it. I'll try to stay home long 
enough to see you tomorrow morning. And then tomorrow 
night, after you're rested, we can watch some TV. Or 


something." 


"It's never TV." Trey smiled at the cement floor, afraid 
that if he looked at Deuce's face he would drag him to the 
back and beg for sex. "But yeah, I'm good with that. No 
pressure." He let Six slide to the ground and watched the 
puppy wander off after his companions. "So, you're good? 
Fine?" It felt like he hadn't seen Deuce in days. Well, that 
was mostly true. 


"Yeah, I'm good. Better for seeing you, but I'm good." 
Deuce watched the dogs with him, his hands in his back 
pockets. "Work has a picnic thing coming up in a week or 
two -- it's not one of your shift days, | checked. If it's not 
when Lacey's with you, you want to come? It's at the beach. 
Frisbee, volleyball, free food, and beer." 


"Like an office party kind of thing? I'm not family or 
anything." The thought made Trey realize that he didn't 
even know if Deuce had local family, or any family at all. 


"Yeah, office. Well, assume some of them will bring 
families, but it's not 

my 

family." Deuce called out and the puppies turned away 
from the tire they'd been sniffing with increasing 
speculation. "What do you think?" 


"I think yeah, | want to go." Trey grinned at him, 
inordinately pleased. "Can the dogs come? Which beach is 
it?" Not all of them allowed animals. 


"Dalvey. We can take the dogs and use them as an 
excuse to bail early when | can't keep my hands off you." 
Deuce didn't even look at him. 


Trey swallowed hard and moved a step closer. "I was 
thinking more like I'd have someone to talk to when your 
friends steal you, but | like that excuse better." Christ, he 


was going to get in trouble. Someone was going to see 
them-- 


"Puppies!" Jack and Aaron had come out of the dorm 
side of the station and were making a beeline for the dogs. 
Trey stepped back from Deuce immediately and turned 
away. 


"Later," he murmured. 


Deuce nodded and cleared his throat. "Q, come." He 
petted her head while Jack and Aaron played with the 
puppies and looked every inch the doting puppy dad. 


Thankfully, there were no calls either before or during 
dinner, so Trey was able to relax a little and watch Deuce 
while they ate. He was as charming as ever, making the 
other crews laugh, and not at all intimidated by eating a 


meal with twelve firemen. He got up once to check on the 
dogs and returned with the report that all three of them 
were asleep in the bark planter. 


As the dishes were being cleared and washed, Trey 
tugged on Deuce's belt loop and motioned with his head for 
Deuce to follow. 


Deuce did as he was told, following along quietly. "That 
was really good," he said. "Where are we going?" 


It wasn't a good idea at all, but Trey couldn't help 
himself. "Back here." He pushed open the door to his dorm 
and motioned Deuce inside. "I just want a minute." 


Deuce closed the door behind them and reached for 
him. "Just a minute," he said with a nod. "Or something like 


that." 


Trey went without any prompting. Just a kiss was all he 
was looking for, nothing wrong with that. The other guys 
had their wives in here all the time. Although, admittedly, 
not in their bunks with the door closed. Trey didn't care. 


He kissed Deuce softly, enjoying the taste of him and 
wishing more than ever that they were at home. 


Deuce kissed him back, his arm looped loosely around 
Trey's waist. "Missed this," he whispered between kisses. 
"Got real lonely last night." 


"Been lonely every night." Trey whispered, too. 
“Remind me that three days in a row makes me too horny 
and | shouldn't do it." 


"| can't wait to see what kind of payoff there is, 
though." Deuce grinned at him and pulled him closer. "I'll be 
rushing home from work, for the record." 


That sounded fine to Trey. He stepped his legs apart in 
order to fit himself more snugly against Deuce's thigh and 
went for another kiss, this time touching his tongue to 
Deuce's top lip and nuzzling there. It would be so easy to 
drag Deuce down to the bed that was right behind him. 


It was only the sharp knock at the door that stopped 
him. Startled, Trey pulled away from the strong arms around 
him. "Yeah?" 


"Your ice cream's getting eaten." Chance opened the 
door and looked squarely at Trey, ignoring Deuce altogether. 
"Just thought you should know." 


Trey took a deep breath and nodded. Chance knew Trey 
didn't give a damn about his dessert at that moment. The 
unspoken message was Clear. "Yessir, okay. Thanks. We'll be 
right there." 


"Take your time," Chance replied easily, which Trey 
knew actually meant "you'd better get your ass back into 
the other room". 


"Okay, Cap. | got it." Trey glanced at Deuce. "Come 
on." 


"Sure." Deuce put his hands back in his pockets, not 
looking at all embarrassed. "I love ice cream. | hope there's 
some left." 


"There's plenty," Trey muttered as he shouldered his 
way past his captain. Chance did not look bothered. 


And there was, in fact, a whole carton left in the 
freezer. The only thing that had gotten demolished were the 
fresh sliced peaches that were supposed to go over the top 
of the ice cream, but Trey figured he and Deuce could choke 
down some plain ice cream anyway. 


A bowl and a half later, Trey wiped his mouth and gave 
Deuce a rueful look. It was getting close to seven-thirty, the 
time when the crew changed from uniforms into shorts and 
T-shirts and began settling down for the evening. Visitors 
had to go. 


"I'll walk you out," Trey said, putting their ice cream 
bowls in the sink. 


"Cool." Deuce looked around, spotted Jack watching TV 
from an easy chair, and waved to catch his eye. "Thanks for 
Supper." He waved at a couple of others who called out good 
nights, then followed Trey out to collect the dogs. "That was 
fun, thank you." 


"You held your own. Good job." Trey laughed and 
Snapped his fingers at Six, who followed obediently. "People 
are always Surprised the first time they hang out ina 
firehouse." 


“Bunch of guys sitting around eating ribs. It's kind of 
like a frat house." Deuce laughed. "Except there's news on 
the TV instead of porn. Your den dad is on the ball, though. 
How did he know?" 


"He just does." Trey made a face. "He's good at his job. 
Sorry about that. Work is not the best place to mess around, 


especially since you're not a chick." It sucked, but it was a 
fact. 


"Sorry | got you in trouble." Deuce smiled and loaded 
the dogs into his car. "I'll try to see you in the morning -- | 
can be a little late." 


"Nah, I'm not in trouble. And he's not a talker, so he 
won't blab it." Trey gave Six one last scratch behind his ears 
and leaned into Deuce for a fast kiss. "Wait for me 
tomorrow. I'll get home as soon as I can." 


"I'll have the coffee on." Deuce kissed him back and 
got in the car. "I hope you sleep tonight. You'll need your 
energy tomorrow." He started the engine and grinned. "Bye, 
Trey." 


"Night." Trey closed Deuce's door for him and stood 


back. When Deuce pulled out of the driveway and turned for 
home, Trey stayed and watched the taillights for as long as 
he could. 


Nine 


Deuce had a very hard time concentrating at work. His 
morning had started in the usual way, to the baying of 
puppies who needed out, and had remained normal right up 
until Trey had arrived home. Deuce had held off going to 
work as long as he could, going so far as to drive instead of 
ride, but they still only had time for a few fast kisses before 
Deuce had to leave. 


Trey seemed tired, too, so Deuce hoped that he'd found 
time to nap during the day. 


At lunch, Deuce had sent a few text messages home, 


asking about the dogs, if Trey wanted him to pick anything 
up on the way home, that sort of domestic stuff that made 
Deuce happy in a weird, indefinable way. They discussed 
dinner and settled on grilling again with a decent salad as a 
side, and then Deuce faced his afternoon at his desk. 


His mind continually drifted into areas it absolutely 
should not when he was unable to go even so far as the 
coffee machine without passing four people. He was trapped 
at his desk most of the day with a hard-on that would only 
fade and not really go away. 


"This is ridiculous." He was muttering to himself by the 
time quitting time came. He shut off all his computers and 
monitors and draped his suit jacket in front of himself when 
he left, like the way he'd held his text books in high school. 
"Utterly ridiculous." 


The drive home was uneventful, thank God. It was also 
long, due to traffic, but the traffic at least distracted him 
enough that he could walk straight when got there. Of 
course, the moment he walked in the door and saw Trey, all 


his blood flooded south yet again, anyway. "Hey, I'm home," 
he said lamely, tossing his jacket over a chair and putting 
his bag on the floor. "Miss me?" 


"All day," came the welcome response. Trey gently 
shoved a dog aside with his foot. "Me first, pooch." 


"You first, for sure. Have they been out lately? Can we 
ignore them for a while?" He was trying to reach Trey and 
shed his work shirt at the same time, every part of him 
wanting to rush and take and have. 


"They've been out all day in the yard with me." Trey 
helped with Deuce's shirt, their fingers brushing together. 
"They're fine. I'm so glad you're home." 


"Me, too. God, kiss me." Deuce tangled a few of his 


fingers with Trey's. "I couldn't even think today." 


Trey complied easily. He tightened his fingers around 
Deuce's and used his other hand to shove Deuce's shirt off 
his shoulders. "I tried to nap," he whispered between kisses. 
"But | couldn't. | wanted to call and tell you to come home 
early." He shoved a leg in between Deuce's and pressed up 
against him. 


"| might never go to work again." Deuce laughed and 
rocked his hips. "Standing up isn't going to work real well for 
me for very long, just so you know." He dropped his hands 
to Trey's ass and squeezed. "God, you feel good." 


"Come on." Trey took the hand he was holding and 
tugged. "I changed the sheets." He paused for a moment 
and considered his statement. "Or maybe | should have 
waited. Oh, well." He pulled on Deuce's hand again. 


"There's more clean ones in my room. Or we can do 
laundry. Whatever." Deuce went with him eagerly, pulling 
him back once before they got there just to kiss him again 
and grope Trey's cock over his pants. He loved the feel of 
Trey in his hand, loved the startled sound he made. 


He wasn't expecting Trey to lean back against the wall 
in the hallway and yank Deuce to him. "The bedroom is far." 
Trey kissed him and didn't seem too intent on getting to 
those clean sheets he'd promised. 


"True enough." Deuce groped him again and pushed 
him into the wall. "We'll get there eventually." He tugged at 
Trey's shirt and teased a finger under the waistband of 
Trey's shorts. "What did you think about when you couldn't 
nap?" 


A hand cupped Deuce's cock. "This. You. What | wanted 
to do to you. What | wanted done to me." 


"Good." Deuce leaned close and whispered in Trey's 
ear. "Very, very good." He got his hand shoved down the 
front of Trey's shorts. "In the hall? Here?" He squeezed. 


Deuce was rewarded with a gasp from Trey and the 
pretty sight of Trey's head going back against the wall. 
Deuce watched the long line of his throat as Trey swallowed 
and nodded. "Here. Can you do that again?" 


“Later." Deuce licked Trey's neck. "Know what | thought 
about when | got home last night and had all the little 
critters sleeping and the house was quiet?" 


Trey whimpered and moved his head, presumably to 
give Deuce better access. He didn't answer, but Deuce 
could tell he was listening. 


Deuce held Trey's erection firmly in his hand and 
moved his own hips so he could rub along a strong thigh. "I 
thought about laying you down and opening you up. About 
Sliding wet fingers into you and about watching your face. | 
want to lick you, and touch you, and hold your hips while | 
fuck you, Trey. | want to hold you to me and feel you move 
around me. That's what | thought about." He squeezed 
again. 


Trey's breathing increased, and Deuce could see him 
swallow again. "Now?" he whispered, nudging against 
Deuce's hand. "I want it." 


Deuce smiled and gave Trey's cock a stroke. "Now 
would be good. But not in the hall. Fucking you up against a 
wall is something for next time." 


Trey's glance toward the bedroom was telling. "Bed," 


he said. His eyes were bright but dazed looking, and he 
didn't move from his position. 


"Bed." Deuce nodded and kissed him, then let him go. 
He stood back, he got his hand out of Trey's pants and he 
removed himself from Trey's personal space. "Do you have 
everything in there, or should | get stuff from my room?" he 
asked politely, delighted at how responsive Trey was. He 
was getting hotter by the second and stepping back was the 
only way to maintain his self-control. 


"Um." Trey licked his lips and took a moment to come 
back to himself. "I've got it." He nodded to confirm. 
"Ready?" Trey held out a hand that Deuce could see was 
trembling slightly. 


"I've been ready for ages," Deuce said with complete 
honesty. He took Trey's hand and smiled at him 
encouragingly. He knew he should let Trey lead the way, it 
being his room and all, but he wound up almost pulling Trey 
into the room anyway. 


He kissed Trey's mouth again and pulled his T-shirt up, 
Sliding his hands over Trey's belly and chest, then around to 
his back. He loved the way Trey felt, smooth skin over hard 
muscle. With the shirt up but not yet off, Deuce tweaked 
one of Trey's nipples, just to see if Trey was one of the 
sensitive ones. Some were, some weren't. 


The reaction he got told him everything he needed to 
know. Trey drew in a breath and arched his back, nearly 
knocking both of them off balance. "I need to lie down if 
you're going to do that." 


"Okay." Deuce laughed softly and helped him get the T- 
shirt off, then started on the shorts. "Lying down is a good 
idea anyway." In a moment he had Trey's fly undone, and 
the shorts were falling off his hips, a very pretty sight. 


Trey breathed a sigh of relief and reached for Deuce. 


"You, too. | want to touch you." He reached for Deuce's belt 
and began to unbuckle it, his erection brushing against 
Deuce's thigh. "Although | really like the business look." 


"| like the uniformed fireman look. We can work 
something out." Deuce watched Trey undoing the belt and 
stood still, letting Trey do this for him. If nothing else, he 
was getting a chance to breathe and wasn't quite as ready 
to go off like a rocket at the first touch. It was very hard to 
be impressive in bed if one was shooting all over in the first 
minute or two. 


When both of them had their pants and shirts in a 
crumpled heap on the floor, Trey took the three steps 
necessary to get them to the bed. He tugged on Deuce's 
arm and both of them tumbled down together. Trey was on 
him immediately, kissing and nuzzling and using his fingers 
to gently trace Deuce's cock. "You are just so pretty," Trey 
whispered. "Everything about you." 


Deuce tried to ignore the butterflies in his belly when 
Trey said things like that. "That would be you, not me," he 


said. He ran a hand down Trey's side and let Trey do what he 
wanted. He'd take over very shortly. "Show me where you 
keep your stuff." 


Trey reached a well-toned arm over his head and 
pointed at the nightstand. "The place where most guys keep 
their stuff." He leaned his head down and sucked at Deuce's 
collarbone while he cupped Deuce's balls and rolled them 
gently between his fingers. "Tell me what you like, and I'll do 
it." 


Oh, God. Deuce closed his eyes and swallowed hard. 
This man had the power to break him. He quickly took a 
mental inventory to see how close he was to the edge and 
how much he could take before he'd have to get some 
breathing room for himself, decided there was some wiggle 
room, and opened his eyes. "I like that. | like knowing that 
you will. Be a good boy and suck me for a couple of 
minutes. Not too long." 


Trey nodded and immediately slid down Deuce's body. 
There was no hesitation, not even a blink at being called a 


good boy. He simply followed the order he was given. In less 
than five seconds, Deuce found himself flat on his back with 
a warm mouth around his dick. 


He sucked air in between his teeth and put a hand on 
Trey's head. "Easy," he whispered, more to himself than to 
Trey. "Just a couple of minutes." Any more than that and the 
whole plan of fucking Trey would have to go on hold until he 
recovered. "Oh, you're good at this." A couple of minutes 
would have to become a single minute. 


Deuce could feel Trey smile around him. Trey bobbed 
his head and fit more of Deuce's prick in his mouth, pulling 
up slowly and scraping ever so gently with his teeth. One 
hand crept up to cradle Deuce's sac, while Trey used his 
other hand to hold Deuce's cock in place as he sucked. 


When his breath started coming faster and it was real 
work to keep his hips still, Deuce took a handful of Trey's 
hair -- the best grip he could get, given how short it was -- 
and gently pulled him off. "Thank you," he said sincerely. 


"Sometime soon l'm not going to stop you." 


"Done? Are you sure?" Trey looked genuinely regretful 
and palmed Deuce's cock with one hand. "I can get you off." 


"Oh, | Know." Deuce laughed and rolled over, reaching 
to the drawer. "And you will, trust me." He rummaged until 
he found what he needed and then rolled back, reaching for 
Trey to pull him close. "You're very, very good at that, and | 
have great plans for your mouth. But right now | want your 
ass." He kissed Trey's mouth and smiled again. 


Trey's eyes got that dazed look again. It was pretty 
cute. He melted against Deuce and let his hands wander 
wherever he wanted, which was mostly in the area of 
Deuce's groin. "Okay," Trey murmured, "but don't expect it 
to take very long. Well, for me, anyway." 


"Flatterer." Deuce kissed him again and then again, taking 
his time. He enjoyed kissing Trey, and it was a good way to 


get his breath back. With one hand he opened the lube, and 
with the other he petted Trey's body wherever he could 
reach. He started with his back and one arm, paused to pull 
at one tight nipple again, and when Trey gasped Deuce used 
his advantage to nuzzle into Trey's neck. One of Deuce's 
knees parted Trey's legs, and with a slippery hand Deuce 
touched. He touched Trey's cock, his balls, teased farther 
back, getting everything slick and wet. 


Trey was even more responsive than Deuce had 
anticipated. Anywhere Deuce touched, he heard a groan, a 
whisper, a soft sound that meant "do more of that". It would 
be tempting to spend hours just doing this, because Trey 
was definitely enjoying it. But finally, once everything was 
slick and Trey was likely as pliant and willing as he was 
going to get, Trey spoke up. "Okay, can you?" he asked ina 
low voice. "Please." 


"Please iS a very good word," Deuce whispered. "I 
won't make you Say it twice, though." He kissed Trey once 
more, because he was so wonderful to kiss, and got to his 
knees. "My hands are all wet," he said ruefully. "Can you 
open the wrapper for me?" It was the little details that 
caused trouble. 


The condom wrapper was a tricky little bugger. Either 
that or Trey's hands were shaking and making things 
difficult, but he managed to tear into the plastic and retrieve 
the rubber. "Can | put it on you?" 


Deuce nodded. "Yes." He moved an inch or two closer, 
shuffling on his knees and urging Trey's legs farther apart, 
draping them across his own thighs. "Go ahead." He slid two 
fingers through the lube behind Trey's balls and teased at 
the very edges of his entrance. 


"Okay, | --" Trey sucked in a breath and bit down hard 
on his bottom lip. "Deuce. | can't multitask. Move your 
hand." 


"You can do it." Deuce smiled and stopped moving his 
fingers but didn't take them away. "I know you can." 


"You have more faith than | do." Trey reached out and 
placed the condom at the tip of Deuce's prick, but before he 
rolled it down, Trey used one finger to swipe at the little 
drop of crystal fluid that beaded there. He touched it to his 
tongue and the corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. 
"Delicious." 


Deuce laughed and carefully pushed a rewarding finger 
into Trey's body. "Maybe after supper I'll let you suck me off 
while we watch TV." 


"You could let me do a lot," Trey purred. "And there's 
not much that I'd stop you from doing to me." He slid the 
rubber down over Deuce and gave him a firm stroke. 


"Well, maybe we'll explore that." There was a lot of 
ground implied in that statement. Deuce teased with his 
fingers for a moment and added the second. "But not yet. 
Right now | just want to sink into you and see how well we 
fit -- | have pretty high expectations, since everything else is 


perfect." 


That got him an indefinable expression from Trey. 
"Perfect. You think so?" He clenched around Deuce's fingers. 


"Uh-huh." Deuce nodded and thrust his fingers, fucking 
Trey with them slowly. "I like you a lot, Trey. | like this, | like 
your house. | like this life. | like the way you kiss me, | like 
the way you touch me, and | definitely like the way you suck 
my cock." 


Trey's tongue came out to lick at his top lip. "Yeah," he 
agreed at last. "I do, too. | like all of it." He arched off the 
bed a little and his eyes drifted shut. "Right now, this is my 
favorite." 


Deuce kept opening Trey, watching his face. There 
really wasn't a rush -- and it might be better to make sure 


that Trey was really ready since Deuce figured his own 
control would go far, far away when he finally got where he 
wanted to be. Trey was beautiful like this, so honest and 
open, completely unguarded. Deuce used as much lube as 
he dared and kept going, stroking in and out, watching for 
reactions when he changed angles and speed. 


He knew when he got to Trey's breaking point because 
Trey finally wrapped urgent fingers around Deuce's wrist and 
held him still. "Okay," he begged. "Enough. | want to feel 
you." Trey’s cock was nearly touching his stomach, it was so 
hard. "Deuce, come on." 


He nodded. He was there, too, every nerve raw. "You're 
gorgeous," he told Trey, withdrawing his fingers. "Amazing." 
Suddenly not willing to waste any time, not even a second, 
Deuce leaned forward and braced his weight on one hand, 
the other guiding himself into Trey. "Breathe for me. Don't 
forget to breathe." 


Trey nodded and let out the breath he'd been holding. 
"Easy. Go slow. It's been a while." His actions belied his 


words, though, as he helped guide Deuce in. 


"I'll try. I'll really, really try." It was as close to a promise 
as Deuce could get. The more he sank in, the more he 
wanted to pound in -- Trey was so warm, so firmly wrapped 
around him. "Jesus." Deuce had to close his eyes so he could 
focus. 


"There," Trey breathed, and clenched tightly. He 
reached down and began to stroke himself. "Okay. You can 
move." He kept his eyes closed, and there was a furrow of 
concentration between his brows. 


"Easy for you to say." Deuce took a deep breath and 
started rocking his hips, trying his very best to establish an 
actual pace and not just thrust and fuck wildly. Maybe 
someday, but not their first time doing this. But Trey was so 
responsive, fitting all the little bits of Deuce that most 
people didn't even know were there, that it was hard to take 
it easy. Mostly, Deuce wanted to let go follow all his baser 
urges. Trey deserved better, though. 


Deuce sped up gradually, lengthening his strokes until 
he was almost pulling out before thrusting in again. His 
arms were locked, taking his weight, and it was absolutely 
right. "Perfect," he whispered. "God, you feel just perfect." 


There was a light flush on Trey's cheeks and chest, and 
the sheen of perspiration covered them both. Trey's strokes 
on his own prick had become harder and faster. "I can't," he 
whimpered, opening his eyes and looking up at Deuce. The 
color of his eyes had shifted to the softest blue. "I can't wait. 
Need to come." 


Deuce nodded, not slowing. "Go ahead. I'll fuck you 
through it." Saying it made him shudder. "Do it. Come for 
me, Trey." His own balls lifted, and tension built in his spine. 
"Show me." 


As if Trey had been waiting for permission -- and maybe 


he had been -- he let go of his control and began to climax. 
Shudders wracked him and milky streams of sounk covered 
his hand and lower abdomen as he came. 


With every pulse Trey's body tightened around Deuce, 
each spasm of Trey’s orgasm making Deuce's that much 
closer. Deuce groaned, watching Trey's release, and thrust 
deep into him, over and over, until he couldn't move any 
longer, his own orgasm overtaking him. He had to close his 
eyes tightly as he came, had to hold still so he wouldn't fall 
forward and crush Trey underneath him, and all he could do 
was Shake as he let go. 


When his muscles released and he could breathe 
again, Deuce carefully sank down, breathing hard. "Oh, yes. 
| think we have that going for us, too." He kissed whatever 
part of Trey was right there and tried to get his lungs under 
control. 


Trey snaked both arms around Deuce and held on, his 
face buried in Deuce's chest. His words were muffled. "You 


were right," he said against Deuce's skin. "Perfect." 


Deuce smiled and nodded. "Yeah. S'pretty damn 
perfect." He closed his eyes and didn't worry about the 
mess -- they could clean up later, have some supper. Then 
they could spend some time making up for three days apart. 


Pretty damn perfect, indeed. 


Ten 


The day of Deuce's office beach party was a Sunday 
afternoon. Lacey had been with them since Saturday 
morning, and Trey was just waiting now for Holly to pick her 
up. Deuce was showering, so Trey was fervently hoping that 
he'd still be in there when Holly knocked on the door. So far 
he'd managed to keep them apart, which was a good thing. 


His luck had apparently run out, however. A glance out 
the window showed Holly pulling into the driveway just as 
Deuce appeared in the living room. He looked delicious and 
smelled even better. Trey could tell he'd shaved, and 
Deuce's hair was still damp. Somehow, though, Trey knew 
that Holly would fail to be charmed by these small details. 


"Mom's here," Trey told Lacey. She put down the video 
game controller and scooped up Six. Pi sat at her feet and 
watched, stubby tail wagging. 


"I want to take him with me," she announced. 


Trey ignored her. It was a familiar argument between 
them, one they had each time Lacey left to go back to her 
mother's house. He turned to Deuce instead. "Holly's here. 
Fair warning." 


His stomach felt queasy just from the sound of the 
doorbell. 


Deuce nodded at him and crouched down. "Pi, c'mere. 
Good dog." He rolled his puppy onto his back and rubbed his 


belly. "Hey, Lacey. Pi would miss Six too much. Can you get 
him down here like this?" 


Trey watched her trudge over to Deuce and kneel down 
to pet the bellies of both puppies. As she was otherwise 
occupied, he took a deep breath and opened the door. "Hi, 
Holls." 


"Hello." Her tone was flat, as it often was when it was 
her turn to pick up Lacey at Trey's place. "Is she ready?" 


"Mom!" Lacey bounced up and came to the door. 
"Come and see my dogs!" 


Trey gave a mental wince. Lacey had come to think of 
all three of the dogs as "hers" as long as they were in Trey's 
house. He hoped she wouldn't be too upset when Deuce 


moved out and took two of them with him. 


"Dogs, plural? | thought there was just one." Holly 
pinned him with a stare. 


"Come oooon." 


Lacey tugged at Holly's hand and Holly stepped over 
the threshold with a sigh. "Lace, we need to get you new 
ballet slippers, and -- hello." Holly raised a brow at Deuce, 
who was still on the floor with the dogs. 


"Hi, there." Deuce smiled up at her, one hand on Pi's 
belly. "This is Pi, she's mine. That's Six, Lacey and Trey's." 
He got to his feet and offered his hand to her, still smiling. 
"And I'm Nathaniel. My other dog, Q, is around here 
someplace. She's the mom of the pups." 


Trey watched warily as Holly shook Deuce's hand. This 
was the meeting he'd been dreading for a while, and things 
had potential to go downhill quickly. The only saving grace 
was that Lacey was in the room, and Holly adhered to their 
strict policy to never argue in front of their child. 


"Hi." She looked Deuce up and down. "I've heard a lot 
about you." 


"His name isn't really Nathaniel," Lacey piped up. 


Holly pursed her lips. "Is that so?" 


Deuce laughed a little and didn't appear to be 
intimidated. He grinned down at Lacey, though, and didn't 
look at Holly. "Actually, Nathaniel 


IS 
my real name, Little Beans. My family and friends call 
me Deuce, which means you're a friend. Cool, huh?" 


Lacey put her head down so Six and Pi could lick her 
face. They did so with much gusto and tail-wagging. "Cool, 
Big Beans," she answered Deuce, and Trey couldn't help 
smiling. 


"Let's go, Lace." Trey reached out a sock foot and 
nudged her bum. "Mom says you have errands and stuff." 


She lingered a moment longer with the dogs before 
clambering to her feet and retrieving her pink princess 
suitcase with wheels. Trey knelt down, and Lacey gave him a 
tight hug, clinging to his neck for a moment. "Bye, Dad." 


"Bye, Boo. Got a four-day coming up. See you soon, 


right?" This part sucked, especially when Holly was standing 
over them. 


"Uh-huh." Her response was muffled. Lacey pulled 
away and patted Trey on the head. "Mom said | can call 
you." 


"Then call me." Trey smiled at her and stood. He 
opened the door and looked at Holly. "See ya," was the 
politest thing he could think of to say. 


Holly gave Deuce one last look before leaving through 
the open door without another word. Lacey bounced ahead 
of her, already switching back into "life with Mom" mode. 
She was good at it. 


Trey let the door close and turned to lean against it. It 
could have been worse, he supposed. Still, any visit with 


Holly always made him tense. "So," he sighed. "Now you've 
met my ex-wife." 


"She doesn't like me much." Deuce didn't seem overly 
bothered. "But Lacey does. That means I'm winning, right?" 


"Holly doesn't like 

me 

much, which means she doesn't like you by default. 
Sorry. But trust me, you're not missing out. You don't need 
her to like you." Trey paused and considered the rest. "But 
yeah, Lacey does think you're cool. That's all the ‘like’ you 
need from the females I'm involved with." 


Deuce nodded and shook off a puppy. "How about 
you?" he asked, stepping close. "You like me, right?" 


The puppy was undeterred by being shoved aside and 


attempted to fit itself into the diminishing space between 
them. Trey ignored whichever one it was and reached out to 
pull Deuce closer. "I like you. | like you a lot more than | 
thought | would when | pulled your dog out of a burning 
building." 


"Yeah, that wasn't my best first impression. But you 
were totally hot and sexy, and if | wasn't in a panic | would 
have noticed that even faster than | did." Deuce was right 
there, smiling at him, and getting closer to kissing him by 
the second. 


Trey snorted. "I was sweaty and covered with soot. 
Trust me, not sexy. You were cute, though. All worried about 
your pregnant dog." Trey grinned and waited for the kiss. 
Deuce had gotten into the habit of making Trey wait. 


"And you saved her." Deuce's mouth was merely half 
an inch from Trey's. "My hero." He kissed Trey's mouth softly 
and almost immediately followed that with a faster and 
deeper kiss, his tongue licking its way inside. 


Trey brought up a hand to slide around Deuce's neck 
and tilted his head to meld them together more thoroughly. 
It was always like this, Trey had discovered. There was 
always heat and attraction and something that drew them 
together like magnets. Sort of scary, if Trey took the time to 
think about it, but more often than not, Deuce never gave 
him time. It was like Deuce could read his thoughts and 
refused to allow anything negative to interfere with 
whatever good thing they'd found together. 


Held close by Deuce's hand on the small of his back, 
Trey could feel just how into it Deuce was getting. The kisses 
grew more intense, a little sloppy, and Deuce was pushing 
against Trey's thigh with something close to urgency. "I don't 
think we have time before the party," Deuce said, however, 
in direct contrast to the way he was acting. 


"We do for you," Trey whispered. He squeezed his hand 
in between them and into the waistband of Deuce's jeans 
without even unbuttoning the fly. He could feel smooth, 
warm skin and smiled into Deuce's mouth. "Why, Mr. Stoller. 


No drawers. | like it." 


"I Know." Deuce gave him a wicked grin. "What do you 
have in mind? Oh, that. Do that again. Right there." 


Trey did it again, this time flicking his thumb over the 
head. He pulled his hand out, licked the palm, and went 
back to what he was doing. "Go fast," he urged. "I love 
that." 


"Really not a problem." Deuce spread his legs a little 
and put one hand on Trey's shoulder, hanging on. "You're so 
good at this." His eyes were drifting closed, but he was 
clearly fighting that, his eyelids fluttering. 


"I Know what you like." That was true, Trey realized. He 
did know. Deuce liked a firm hold and a long stroke. He liked 
being deep-throated and his balls squeezed roughly. He 


liked soft good-night kisses and being bitten during sex. All 
of the "likes" had added up over time until Trey could say 
that yes, he knew what to do to make Deuce turn to 
pudding. 


Deuce's breathing wasn't quite turning into panting, 
but it was close. The fingers on Trey's shoulders were 
holding him tighter, and Deuce was looking down, watching. 
Trey could feel the shake in his leg and the way Deuce was 
starting to come apart. His cock was getting harder, leaking, 
and every once in a while it would give a little throb and 
Deuce would gasp or moan or give a little grunt. 


"See?" Trey whispered. "Like right now. You're about to 
come, aren't you? You want to, but you're holding off like 
you always do." He tightened his fist even more and sped up 
his strokes. 


The sound Deuce made was almost a word, but it got 
caught in the middle and turned into a groan that got louder 
as he started to shoot, spilling over Trey's fist. His fingers 
dug in harder, almost hurting but not quite hard enough to 


bruise. "Oh, God." 


Trey was hard as stone in his own jeans and the noises 
Deuce made as he came were nearly enough to send him 
over the edge as well. He closed his eyes and took a 
steadying breath as he worked Deuce through his orgasm. 
"So pretty," Trey murmured. "You are the prettiest thing." He 
was practically holding Deuce on his feet as the poor guy's 
knees buckled and he clutched at Trey for support. "Okay?" 


"Oh, 

God 

," Deuce said again. "Yeah, way better than okay." His 
eyes were slightly out of focus and his smile was dopey. 
"Way better." He got himself to his feet and blinked a few 
times. "Now you," Deuce said, his grin growing as he 
reached. 


"No, we--" Trey cut himself off as soon as he felt 
Deuce's hand around him. It was all well and good to say 
they didn't have time, but then Deuce merely had to touch 
him and all Trey's good intentions went out the window. 


"Yes," he moaned, all senses tingling. 


"Yes, indeed." Deuce yanked Trey's fly open and 
palmed him firmly, then went to his knees -- luckily not 
squashing any puppies. "I love it when you say yes." Then 
he opened his mouth and took Trey in deep. 


Trey's head went back against the door with a thunk 
and his eyes widened in surprise. "Jesus," he gasped, 
already feeling tremors. He placed his hands gently on 
Deuce's head, just to feel, not to guide, and inched his hips 
forward. 


Deuce took it, licking and sucking before backing off 
and just teasing at the head for a moment. He swooped 
down again, his lips tight, and he hummed. Just a little, and 
not even really a song, but certainly something that was 
more than a moan. Not that it mattered what it was -- it was 
Deuce, sucking him off and not being shy about it at all. 


There used to be a time when Trey had been 
embarrassed about going off too soon, but it had become a 
regular thing whenever Deuce touched him. The vibrations 
on his cock pushed him right over the precipice he was 
teetering on. Trey slammed both hands back against the 
door and came, pulsing into Deuce's mouth and shuddering 
violently. 


The hum turned into a song -- "Who Let the Dogs Out" - 
- and Deuce was looking up at him as he swallowed, his 
eyes bright and twinkling. 


He reached out a shaking hand and tugged Deuce up. 
"Good," Trey said, and kissed him. "That is so good." 


"Not bad at all," Deuce agreed with another kiss and a 
smile. "Now we need to clean up and gather the critters. It's 
going to be a good day, | think. We're starting it right, 
anyway." 


Right, they were going to socialize with other people 
today. Trey had almost forgotten. "Okay," he agreed 
amiably, although staying right here with Deuce leaning 
against him would have been fine, too. "Let's go meet your 
office people." 


“They're an okay bunch. The only one you might want 
to watch for is a guy named Calum. He doesn't believe I'm 
really gay, since I'm not into him. He'll target you and hit on 
you and generally be horrible until you either walk away and 
be rude about it, or until | can catch Blake's eye. He's 
Calum's supervisor and will stomp on that shit hard." He 
looked thoughtful. "Of course, there's a chance he'll be 
sober and it's a moot point." 


"Oh. Uh... can I kiss you in front of him? That might 
work." If it was Trey's place of employment, he'd get fired. 
But Deuce's sounded a lot more laid back. 


"Oh, that would 

rock 

. Promise me you will." Deuce beamed at him. "More 
than once. And in the water, so | can grope you a bit." 


Trey blinked. "Really? | was kidding." 


"I'm not." 


"Okay." He could feel a slow smile spread across his 
face. "Let's go, then. Point him out when we get there." 


Deuce grinned. "You're on." He called Q and grabbed 
the bag they'd packed with water bottles and bowls for the 
dogs, along with a variety of things to deal with dog mess. 


The office party was being hosted at a beach fairly 
close to Trey's house. A ten minute trip in the truck got them 
there early enough to find a decent parking place and 
allowed them to stake out a spot in the sand that was 
pleasantly close to the water. A few of Deuce's co-workers 
were busy setting up pop-up tents over the picnic tables and 
unloading several huge bags of chips, hot dogs, and 
condiment bottles. 


They spread out their blanket and Trey looked around 
uncertainly. "Sure no one minds that you brought me?" 


"Relax." Deuce smiled at him and handed over Six's 
leash. "No one will mind. They'll all be friendly. In about two 
minutes we'll be surrounded by dog lovers and people 
wanting to know who the new hot guy is." 


Trey snorted and took the leash. Q lay down 


immediately on the blanket and closed her eyes, while the 
two puppies tried to dig through the blanket cloth into the 
soft sand beneath. If nothing else, Trey could pretend to be 
busy by watching the dogs. He sat down next to Q and 
rubbed her ears. She rolled over on her belly for him, so Trey 
gave her pats while he watched the others arrive. 


Deuce was right -- in very short order people started 
making a beeline to their blanket, barely even pausing to 
say hello to Deuce before fawning over the puppies and Q. 
Each time someone came by, no matter if it was a co-worker 
or a co-worker's child, Deuce introduced Trey and explained 
how they met, clearly proud to tell the world that Trey was a 
hero who saved pregnant dogs. 


"That's really cool," one guy said, petting Q and 
tugging on Six's ears, even while he looked at Trey. He'd 
been introduced as Adam-from-graphics. "Do you do that 
often? Rescue pets, | mean." 


"Not a lot, no." Trey laughed and took his flip-flop away 
from Pi. "Most of the time it isn't safe. I've saved a couple of 


cats, though. Q was my first dog." 


Deuce was smiling, watching Adam pet Q. "She went 
right to him, he said. She's a smart one -- knows who her 
friends are." 


Adam nodded. "Well, | think it's cool, and great that 
you guys hooked up." He got up and brushed sand off his 
legs. "Volleyball in a bit. Do you play?" he asked Trey. 


He did, but not well. "Sure. Just don't expect an 
Olympic medal out of me." Trey smiled up at Adam-from- 
graphics. Cute, if you liked the slim, bookish type. "Come 
back and pay more attention to the dogs so Deuce and | can 
have a break later." 


"Oh, I'm sure there'll always be someone willing to 
watch them for a bit." Adam laughed and headed off, 


replaced almost right away by three kids, each about ten 
years old. 


Most of the next hour went that way, with them not 
even leaving their blanket and Trey being able to meet 
almost everyone. Of course, with everyone paying attention 
to the puppies, it was anyone's guess how many of Deuce's 
co-workers would even remember his name. 


Finally, all three of the dogs flopped out in the shade 
created by a couple of coolers. "Want to swim?" Deuce 
asked him. "We can find someone to dogsit for a bit, I'm 
sure. Or we can play ball -- even just get a free burger." 


The ocean looked cool and inviting, although Trey knew 
that looks were deceiving and the water was probably still 
icy at this time of year. Still, just sitting there in the sun had 
made him sweat. "Swim." Trey took off his T-shirt and laid it 
over the back of a chair. 


"Nice." Deuce leered at him a little and looked around. 
"Hey, Jesse! We're going to swim for a few, can you make 
sure the dogs don't run off?" 


"Yeah, sure." Jesse brought his drink and sat down in 
Deuce's chair, gathering all the leashes into his hand. "Have 
fun, don't drown." 


Deuce rolled his eyes and peeled off his T. "Back soon." 
He nodded at Trey and they headed to the water. "So, how's 
it going so far?" he asked, taking hold of Trey's hand. 


Trey tightened his fingers around Deuce's. His first 
instinct was to look around to see if anyone was watching, 
but then he realized two things. The first was that he didn't 
care, and the second was that no one else seemed to, 
either. So different from his own work environment. 


"Going okay," he replied. He squished his toes into the 
wet sand as they approached the water's edge. "But your 
buddy said the magic word. 'Drown'." 


"He said 

don't 

drown." Deuce grinned at him. "We're not going to. 
You can swim, right?" 


"Yeah." Trey chuckled. "The last class | took for my 
required educational hours this year was swift water rescue. 
But every fireman and rescue worker will tell you that you 
don't say 'drown' around water and you don't say ‘fall’ 
around tall buildings. 'Crash' is also another one you 
shouldn't say, mostly when you're talking about bike riding 
or driving. Now it's inevitable that there's going to bea 
water accident." He was only half kidding. Sort of. 


Deuce blinked at him. "I suppose there are more 
superstitions. I'd rather not know, though." He pointed to 


the water. "We will swim. Dog paddle, even. But not that 
other thing." He gave Trey's fingers a squeeze. "Stick close 
to me." 


"I'm not worried about us." Trey laughed and waded 
into the water. He was right, it was chilly. Gooseflesh rose on 
his arms, and he figured he might as well just go for it. A 
Small wave was coming their way, and Trey dove under it, 
pulling Deuce with him. 


Deuce came up laughing and sputtering, shaking water 
out of his hair, not unlike one of their dogs. "Hey! It's cold!" 
Deuce glanced back, probably for the next wave. "You're 
going to have to promise to warm me back up, later." 


"That was the idea behind it, yeah." Trey swam over 
and wrapped his arms around Deuce from behind, half 
standing, half floating. "How long does this go on? To 
campfire time?" 


"Most of the families will leave around suppertime, but 
the rest will stay." Deuce leaned into him, one hand on 
Trey's arm to keep him there. "There'll be a few drinks, some 
laughs. More food." 


It sounded like a great way to spend his day off. "Okay, 
I'm in. Hey, | like your people." 


"They're not a bad lot. Calum's not here yet." Deuce 
grinned and turned in his arms. "Maybe he'll show up later." 
He looped ocean-cold arms around Trey's neck. "Kiss me. 
Then we'll swim. There's waves coming." 


Trey did, tasting salt and a little bit of sand and pure 
Deuce underneath. Spicy and warm and open and loving; 
Trey had never met anyone like him at all. "Thanks," he 
murmured against Deuce's mouth. "This is just what | 
needed." 


"A day at the beach?" Deuce said between one kiss 
and the next. Someone wolf whistled. 


Upon hearing the whistle, he could feel himself blush, 
though Trey couldn't bear to pull away. "I guess, yeah. And 
just to be with you." The short visit from Holly that morning 
had left him with a bad taste in his mouth. "Time together." 


“Best kind of time there is." Deuce kissed him again 
and let go. "Swim before | get all turned on. More, | mean." 
He winked outrageously before diving into the next wave. 


The day passed in a blur of water, people, dogs, and 
food. Trey and Deuce spent much of the time on their 
blanket with plates of burgers and chips. The puppies had 
no shortage of playmates throughout the day, as there was 
a steady stream of Deuce's co-workers dropping by to 
cuddle a dog or two. It was a good way to socialize while 


staying in one place, Trey realized. 


He was just wondering if he should offer to help the 
two guys who were trying to light the campfire when Trey 
heard a woman's panicked cry. "I need help!" came the call 
from the edge of the water. He raised up on one elbow and 
scanned the shoreline for the source. 


A young lady that Deuce had introduced to Trey earlier 
was pacing back and forth in the shallow water. Cassidy? 
Trey thought. No, it was Cassandra. He watched as she 
looked frantically from someone in the water to the people 
on shore. "Please! He's too far out!" 


Trey sat all the way up and assessed the situation. Was 
she talking about a kid? From his vantage point, it didn't 
look like a child. Trey could see an adult male in the water 
and he didn't appear to be struggling. There was no sense in 
rushing into the water to save someone that didn't need to 
be saved. That would just be embarrassing for both of them. 
Besides, the lifeguard needed something to do. 


Except a glance over his shoulder at the tower told Trey 
that the lifeguards had all gone off duty at six p.m. sharp. 
Crap. 


"What do you see?" he asked Deuce. Always good to 
get a second opinion. 


Deuce sat up, frowning. "Someone's out there, not a 
kid. Look, Cass isn't a drama queen." He was getting up. "If 
she needs help, she needs help." 


Trey got up too, but he hung back a bit to see if anyone 
else had noticed. Sure enough, two or three people were 
moving down the sand toward Cassandra to see what the 
trouble was. He followed them, but slowly. Playing hero out 
in public was different when he wasn't in uniform. "Come on, 
we can check it out." He waited until Deuce had handed off 


the dogs' leashes to someone else. 


"Thanks, Emily," Deuce said absently. "Hold 'em tight." 
Then he nodded at Trey and started a slow jog to the 
waterline. "Can you still see him?" he asked. 


"Yeah." The man looked like he was floating, not 
floundering, but he also didn't appear to be making his way 
to shore. The light was fading and the air was cooling down, 
as it always did on southern California evenings. The water 
out there would be quite cold. They reached the edge of the 
small crowd that had gathered near Cassandra. 


"He waved at me, but he won't come in," she was 
fretting. "His bad leg must have cramped up and he can't 
swim in. | don't know what to do for him." She looked as if 
she was half-poised to swim out there herself, which Trey 
knew he couldn't let happen. 


He looked at Deuce and sighed. "You want to go get 
him?" It was a joke, sort of. 


"| could." Deuce shrugged one shoulder. "Don't want 
him to drown." He looked unhappy, too, but he also looked... 
hopeful. "Should | call someone specific? 911? Get 
anything?" 


"I'm 911," Trey said glumly. Honestly, he really hated 
doing this stuff out of uniform. People always fussed over 
him. He looked around one more time to see if anyone was 
going to make a move to go out there, but no dice. Damn. 
Trey kicked off his flip flops and handed Deuce his T-shirt. 
"Hold this." 


"Should | go with you or will | be in the way?" Deuce 
took the shirt and gave him a look that was mixed sympathy 
and admiration. 


Trey kissed him quickly and waded into the water. "Wait 
here and try to downplay it. Seriously." He dove under the 
next wave and began to swim against the strong current 
toward the man in the water. 


The man wasn't actually as far out as he appeared 
from shore, but Trey was still breathing hard by the time he 
got to him. "Hey," he shouted over the waves. "I'm an off- 
duty fireman." Law required him to say it, though he didn't 
like to. "What kind of help do you need?" 


The man looked at him from where he was floating, his 
face a grimace of pain. "Jelly fish. | can't even get one of my 
legs to move properly -- it's bad, anyway." He looked cold, 
too, and more than a little scared. "How far out are we?" he 
called to Trey. 


"Not too far. But it's high tide and a little rough. You 


can't swim at all?" 


"Maybe a backstroke. Can't kick. Go in circles if | do." 
The man was talking, at least, and not trying to get to Trey 
so he could cling. 


Trey laughed at that and the guy laughed too, despite 
his obvious pain. "Okay. We'll do it like this, then." He circled 
around the man from behind and slid one arm across his 
chest. With the guy in a secure hold, Trey began to kick 
toward shore. "What's your name?" 


"Cecil. Should | try to swim?" His voice was constricted, 
either from cold or pain. "Watch out for the jelly. Trust me." 


"Don't worry, | got it." It was hard to tell if the man's 
voice was Changing due to throat constriction or just the 
cold water. "Difficulty breathing or swallowing?" Christ, the 


sand was further away than it looked, and Cecil was not a 
small guy. Trey's heart was pounding from the exertion. 


"| don't think so. Tired. Sore. What's your name, did 
you say?" 


"Sorry, | didn't. I'm Trey." He kicked harder and let one 
of the waves wash them in a bit more. "Ever been stung 
before?" 


"No. Hurts like a son of a bitch. My whole leg seized up 
tight." Cecil was breathing hard, but he could speak and 
make sense. 


Trey nodded in sympathy and kept swimming. They 
were nearly there and he could make out faces on the 
beach. One of them was Deuce, still holding Trey's T-shirt 
and chewing on a thumbnail. "You'll live," Trey told Cecil, 


then stopped talking altogether until they finally reached 
the shore. "Can you stand?" he asked, once they were in the 
Shallows with a crowd approaching. 


"I can sure as hell try." Cecil floated for a moment, 
bobbing beside him, and righted himself. His face grew even 
tighter and he gripped one of Trey's arms. "Thank you. | 
mean it. Before my wife gets here and starts fussing." She 
was coming fast, along with a few of the guys Deuce worked 
with. "Thank you." 


Trey nodded in acknowledgement and supported Cecil 
as best he could. "Let's get to the sand. I'll look at your sting 
before someone takes you to the emergency room. You 
don't really need a hospital, but | don't have everything 
you'll need to take care of it. Hop with me, if you can." 


Cecil hopped. "Hospital will be the only thing to calm 
Cass. Trust me." 


Deuce wasn't exactly with the approaching group all 
eager to help Cecil to the sand, but he was there, off to the 
side a little, clearly waiting on Trey. "Need help?" he called. 


"We're good." He smiled his thanks. "Get my keys from 
my backpack and go to my truck. My first-aid kit is under my 
seat." Someone had brought one of the beach chairs to the 
edge of the dry sand and Trey lowered Cecil into it, then 
looked around thoughtfully. "Is there a basin here 
somewhere? Maybe for sand toys or whatever?" 


Deuce had taken off already, and one of the guys he 
worked with -- not Adam, the other guy from graphics -- said 
he'd find one and darted off to where a group of kids were 
sitting next to their sand castle, staring over. He came back 
with one of their buckets, a shallow bowl about ten inches 
across and eight deep. "This okay?" 


“That works." 
Trey knelt down and gently lifted Cecil's foot into the 
empty bucket. "Sorry," he apologized when Cecil winced. 


"Yeah, good." He nodded and craned his neck to see if 
Deuce had found the kit. 


He was coming across the sand in that same loose- 
limbed jog, his long legs eating the distance. It wasn't far, 
anyway, but Deuce proved to be swift, which was a plus; 
Cecil's wife looked like she was about to turn herself inside 
out, though she wasn't making Trey's job hard yet. 


"Here you go," Deuce said, almost sliding into him. "I 
can grab some water bottles if you need them." 


There was a smaller, plastic pail on the sand next to 
them. Trey grabbed that and handed it over. "No fresh water. 
Fill this with ocean water for me?" He looked up and caught 
Deuce's anxious, eager expression. It struck a chord, for 
some reason, and Trey was utterly charmed. He winked and 
lifted his chin at the ocean. "A couple of buckets’ worth, 
okay?" 


"Sure." Deuce 

blushed 

. "Be right back." He took off running again, this time to 
the water. 


"| think he's sweet on you," Cass blurted. "I mean. 
Really." 


Cecil blinked. 


It was Trey's turn to blush. "Maybe," he mumbled, using 
his first-aid kit as an excuse to look away. He found his 
bottle of rubbing alcohol and snapped on a pair of latex 
gloves. There was enough gauze too, thank goodness, and 
this he draped over Cecil's ankle. The skin was swollen and 
red and Trey could see the tentacles stuck to it. He 
uncapped the bottle and began to pour the alcohol over the 
sting. 


Cecil made a sound that would probably have been a 
yell if he hadn't been the focus of everyone's attention. 
"Holy sh-- moly." 


"Yup." Trey nodded. "I've been stung twice." And one 
time had been by a box jellyfish, when he was on vacation 
in Maui. 

That 

one had been bad. 


He watched carefully as the gauze soaked through and 
began to cling to Cecil's skin. "You don't want to rub this, 
okay? I'll try and get all the tentacles out, but if | miss one or 
two, they'll keep stinging you if you rub it or put fresh water 
on it. So go see a real doctor after I'm done with you." Trey 
grinned and continued to pour out the alcohol. 


"Oh, he will. We're going right to the hospital." His wife 


was firm. 


"Water delivery," Deuce said, walking up. "Man, that 
looks like it sucks." 


"I've had better swims," Cecil agreed. "Go get this man 
a beer, someone." 


"I'll take care of it," Deuce assured him. "Don't worry." 


Trey hoped so. He was familiar by now with the ways 
Deuce took care of him. "Thanks, man. Pour that water in 
there so Cecil can soak his foot, and probably one more 
bucket will do it." 


"You got it." Deuce poured, slowly and carefully, then 
dropped a kiss on the top of Trey's head and dashed back to 
the ocean. 


"Sweet," Cass confirmed. 


"He's... well." Trey ducked his head again because he 
could feel his cheeks heating. "He's a good guy. | like him." 
He cleared his throat and wondered how this became a 
discussion about his relationship. 


Wait, relationship? Oh, jeez. Think about it later. 


When Deuce returned with the second pail of water, 
Trey had him pour it in. Then they both sat in the sand with 
a very large group of people surrounding them. "How ‘bout 


them Padres?" he asked Deuce lamely. 


Deuce nodded. "Yeah." He looked up. "Hey, Cecil's 
fine," he announced. "Stings suck, you all know it. Go make 
some more burgers, okay? Have a beer, go back to the 
party. We'll all be there soon." 


A few people left, one of them apparently very eager to 
get to the beer if his exclamation was to be believed, anda 
few more moved a few feet away. 


“Thank you," Trey said sincerely. He was always 
uncomfortable with the public adoration. 


Timed by Trey's watch, fifteen minutes passed and by 
then it was dark enough for Trey to need his flashlight to 
remove the tentacles on Cecil's ankle. He did the best he 
could, but Trey knew it was too dark to get them all and the 


man should definitely see a doctor before he went home. 
"That's about all | can do for you, my friend," Trey told him. 
He glanced at Cassandra. "I'll help you get him to the car. 
Stop by the ER." 


Deuce stepped up to help Cecil, too, and Cassandra 
gathered all their things, promising to take him directly to 
the ER and thanking Trey profusely. Cecil limped his way to 
the car, apparently in a little less pain but definitely 
uncomfortable. 


“Thank you," he said again as Cassandra closed the car 
door. 


Deuce moved back and waved, taking Trey's hand 
again. Then he handed him his T-shirt. "Well, that was fun," 
he said. "Oh, man. The dogs." 


Shit, Trey had forgotten all about them, but a look at 
the blanket revealed one of the older girls had their leashes 
in hand. "They're okay," Trey said. He pulled his shirt on 
over his head and winced a little when the fabric rubbed 
against his skin. He'd gotten too much sun. "Did we bring 
their dinner with us?" It was getting late and the puppies 
were on a pretty regular feeding schedule. 


"Yeah." Deuce nodded. "Can we feed them and go, 
though? Or do you really want to stick around for an hour or 
so? | can do either, but getting home has a lot of appeal." 


"Nah, I'm ready." The longer they stayed, the more 
chance that people would approach them to make a big deal 
about Cecil and his sting. "Let's feed them at home." 


"Cool." Deuce leaned in and kissed him fairly seriously. 
"I'll get the dogs. Can you get the blanket and the chairs?" 


Trey nodded but stayed where he was. Deuce was 
looking at him like he'd never seen him before. Trey kind of 
liked it. "Everything okay?" he asked with a laugh. 


"Uh-huh. We just kind of really need to be home now. 
Nowish. Soon." Deuce nodded. "We need to go home." 


The sand was still warm under his bare feet as they 
walked toward the blanket. "Okay, we're going. You sure 
you're Okay? Are you sick?" The sun had been strong today 
and they'd been out in it for several hours. 


Deuce laughed. "I'm not sick. I'm about to die of horny, 
though. That's a real thing, don't laugh." 


"You -- oh!" Trey blinked at him and started to laugh 


anyway, despite Deuce's request not to. "Okay. Let's get out 
of here." He chuckled some more and shook out the blanket. 
Horny was good, especially if Trey was about to be the 
recipient of it. 


"You're giggling." Deuce collected the dogs and 
thanked the group of people who'd been taking care of 
them, then led the pack back toward the truck. He did check 
more than twice to make sure Trey was keeping up, though. 


The look on Deuce's face was more than enough to 
make Trey stay right behind him. He dumped everything 
into the back and stashed the first-aid kit under his seat 
again. When the dogs were safely in the back seat, Trey slid 
behind the wheel and started the truck up. "Home," he 
announced and waited until Deuce had buckled his seatbelt, 
but just barely. 


"Right home, no stops. Not even for coffee or 
anything." Deuce nodded at him and then grinned. "You're 
amazingly sexy when you're saving someone's life, you 


know." 


Trey groaned and dropped his head to the steering 
wheel. "I knew it," he laughed. "And here I thought it was 
watching me parade around without a shirt on." 


“That was merely the teaser," Deuce said, grinning. 
"But the life saving thing is totally a deal closer. You should 
save it up for when you need to impress me ‘cause I'm 
being an idiot or something." 


Trey pulled out of the beach parking lot onto the main 
road towards home. "I've yet to see that from you," he said 
sincerely, and offered his hand. 


Deuce took it. "It'll happen, I'm sure. Of course, not for 
years and years, but it'll happen." He tangled their fingers 
together and settled back, still watching Trey as he drove. 


"Aside from impromptu rescuing, did you have a good day?" 


"| had a great day." He grinned over at Deuce. "It was 
way more relaxed than | would have been at one of my work 
parties with you. Your co-workers are cool." 


“They're an okay bunch. I've broken them in over the 
years, which doesn't hurt. And Calum wasn't there. You can 
meet him at the next one." Deuce laughed and shook his 
head. "He's going to be waiting for me at my desk on 
Monday, I'm pretty sure." 


Trey made a face. He wasn't sorry to have missed him. 
“Lucky you. I'm sure he'll get the full report from the 
others." He squeezed Deuce's hand and made the turn onto 
their street. 


Fifteen minutes later, they'd managed to haul 


everything inside, feed the dogs, and get a load of laundry 
going. Trey turned out the kitchen light and found Deuce 
waiting just outside his bedroom. "So? Am | still a hero?" He 
Supposed couldn't hurt to play it up 

sometimes 

, especially if Deuce was going to do that thing with his 
tongue again. 


Deuce backed him into the nearest wall. "You're totally 
my hero." Deuce's voice was low and rumbling. "And heroes 
get 

great 

rewards." And with that, Trey found himself being 
dragged out of the hall and into the bedroom. 


Eleven 


Deuce sang quietly as he folded his laundry, keeping 
one eye on the puppy rumble going on under the kitchen 
table as he put his shirts on hangers and folded his jeans. 
The kitchen was filled with sunshine, and the room held the 
scent of fresh coffee and fabric softener. It was shaping up 
to be a perfect morning, aside from the lack of Trey. 


When his usual time for getting home had come and 
gone, Deuce had sent him a text, not so much to check up 
on Trey but to find out if he was out on a call so Deuce could 
let Holly and Lacey know what was going on. Deuce had 
gotten a message back that Trey's relief was held up at 
another station but he'd be home as soon as he could -- he 
just didn't know when that would be. 


With any luck at all, Trey would be home when Holly 
came to drop Lacey off. Deuce had the house all clean and 
picked up, so he wasn't worried about little girls or puppies 
getting into anything, but he wasn't sure exactly how to 
occupy Lacey until her dad got home. Maybe she should 
teach him how to play one of her games or something. Or 
maybe they could make some pancakes for Trey to come 
home to. That might be fun. 


Another half hour snuck by, and just as Deuce was 
getting the pancake stuff out of the cupboard, the doorbell 
rang. Since Trey didn't make a habit of ringing his own 
doorbell, there was only one other person it could be. 
Hopefully there wouldn't be any issues about Trey not being 
home. 


Putting on his very best friendly smile, Deuce went to 
the door and opened it wide. "Hey, Little Beans. How're you 
and your mom doing today?" He gave Holly the exact same 
welcoming smile. 


Lacey held up a brightly colored box that had pictures 
of amateur magic tricks on it. "I'm going to show you tricks," 
she announced, and marched into the house. "Dad!" 


"Tricks are cool." Deuce nodded and watched as the 
puppies came running. "'Fraid your dad's not home yet. His 
relief is running late, but he should be here any minute." He 
looked at Holly. "There's fresh coffee, if you'd like to come in 
and wait. | just put on the second pot." 


“Lacey Anne, wait a minute." Holly motioned her back 
and looked at Deuce. "Trey's still at work? He didn't call to 
tell me." 


Lacey came back to the door. "I can show Big Beans 
my tricks till Dad gets here." 


"He's probably on his way home right now," Deuce 
said, hoping it was true. "Really, you can come in and wait 
for him. | was going to ask Lacey to help me make 
pancakes." No way was he about to suggest she just leave 
Lacey with him. 


"I'm showing a house in fifteen minutes." Oh boy, she 
was not happy, that much was obvious. "Lace, get in the 
car. Daddy will have to come get you." Holly glared at Deuce 
as if this was somehow his fault. 


One of the puppies had already brought Lacey a chew 
toy and she was happily playing tug of war. "But we're 
already here. My suitcase is here, too." She patted the pink 
case and went back to roughhousing with the dogs. 


Holly tightened her mouth and spoke sharply. "Lacey, 


back in the car. Dad will come and get you." 


Clearly understanding the ‘don't even think about 
arguing with me' tone, Lacey heaved a sigh and got up. "I'm 
leaving my suitcase and my tricks. 'Cause Big Beans will 
want to see them." 


"| sure do," Deuce said to her, crouching down. "Your 
dad will come get you real soon, okay? And maybe we'll 
have those pancakes for lunch." He got a quick high five and 
stood up again. "I'm sorry for the inconvenience," he said to 
Holly. Mostly, though, he was sorry for Trey and the running 
around he would have to do. 


Holly waited until Lacey was at least halfway down the 
walk before answering. "Trey needs to apologize, not you. 
He should have let me know. That man..." She let the 
sentence trail off unfinished, but the meaning was clear. 


Deuce knew he should probably just nod and close the 
door, but he didn't. It was unfair of her to assume anything. 
"I'm sure he thought he'd be here by now. He treasures his 
time with his daughter." 


"It's too bad he didn't consider that before he turned 
this family upside down. But hey, you're benefiting from it, 
so what do you care? Tell him to call me if he wants to come 
and get Lacey." She turned on her well-dressed heel and 
started down the walk after her child. 


Deuce stared after her and then looked down at Q, who 
had come to stand next to him. "That woman," he said 
quietly, "is very, very bitter. And | care because she's right -- 
I'm benefiting. Just not in ways she knows about." 


Q wagged her tail and went back to lie on top of 
Lacey's suitcase. 


Deuce closed the door and sighed. It would just be 
perfect if Trey pulled in within minutes. If that was going to 
be the case, though, Deuce better have something ready 
that was going to make his morning suck less, and the 
pancakes were now out, waiting for Little Beans to come 
back. 


Bacon. Bacon was always good. With a nod to himself 
he went to heat up the pan. 


He had just taken six strips of them out of the pan to 
cool when Q announced Trey's arrival with a soft woof. 
Deuce heard him drop his gear bag by the front door and 
greet the puppies warmly. 


"Hey," Trey called. 


"Hey, you. Bad news -- you missed Holly and Lacey. 
You're going to have to pick her up." Deuce picked up the 
plate of bacon. "But in better news, there's bacon for you." 


Trey appeared in the kitchen with Lacey's suitcase. 
"What do you mean, | missed them? Lace isn't here?" 


Deuce shook his head. "Sorry," he said, meaning it. 
"Holly said you'll have to go pick her up. She's showing a 
house now." 


It wasn't often that Trey got angry. Deuce had seen it 
once, maybe twice, since he'd lived there. Trey was too 
mellow to get mad about stuff, and he didn't stay angry for 
long. However, there was no mistaking the emotion he was 
feeling at the moment. Deuce could see his jaw clench and 
a muscle twitched in his cheek. 


"I'll be back in a few," he bit out, and then he was 
gone. 


Deuce sighed. It would totally suck to be in Trey's place 
-- or even Holly's, really. He sat at the table and ate the 
bacon absently, wondering what kind of day they were 
going to have if it started out like this. 


It took about an hour for him to find out. Trey returned 
with Lacey in tow, thank goodness, and sent her to her room 
to unpack her suitcase. He refused to let her live out of it 
while she was there, which was kind of nice. Deuce liked 
that Trey did what he could to make the place feel like it was 
her home and not a place she was visiting. 


When Trey finally appeared in the kitchen again, his 
expression was calmer but the anger was still apparent. 


"Sorry." 


“Hey, you don't need to be sorry at me. | take it things 
went... well, | guess 'well' is the wrong word. Was there 
yelling?" Deuce kept an ear out for Lacey and went to Trey, 
wanting to give him just one fast kiss of support. 


Trey accepted the kiss and returned one of his own. 
"Yeah. In front of Laceybug, which | hate, but | was pissed 
and | wanted Holly to know it. There's no fucking reason she 
couldn't have left Lacey here." 


Deuce shrugged one shoulder. "There wasn't any real 
reason why she should have, either. I'm just this guy, to her. 
| can see why she'd be reluctant at best, and to be fair, | 
didn't offer -- | figured she'd say no and be mad at me for 
trying to get at her baby, honestly. But | did offer her coffee 
and said she was more than welcome to wait in the kitchen. 
She had the house to show, though..." He trailed off. "Was 
she really mad at you?" 


"She uses any excuse she can to get mad at me. She 
has a lot of resentment and is totally bitter that her charm 
and good looks weren't enough to keep me straight. She 

knew 

| wasn't straight when | married her." He sat down 
heavily in a chair. "I just made her think | was more straight 
than I really was." Trey leaned an elbow on the table and 
rested his head in his hand. 


"But this is all water under the bridge, isn't it?" Deuce 
got him a cup of coffee and sat at the table too, trying to 
make sense of it. "She's acting almost like she thinks life 
would be great if you went back to her." 


"| don't know what she's thinking. Me being more 
attracted to guys than girls wasn't even close to being the 
only reason we got divorced!" Trey raised his voice, then 
looked at the doorway of the kitchen and lowered it again 
immediately. "We fought constantly. About money, about my 
overtime, about where to send Lacey to school, about our 
families, about 

everything under the fucking sun. 


And it had been months since we'd had sex. Nearly a 
year. She seized on that, over everything. Asked me why | 
wouldn't sleep with her anymore, and | finally just said it. 
‘You know why,' | said, and that was it. | moved out and she 
filed the following week. Used ‘false pretenses’ or something 
as grounds." 


"So, essentially, she's just pissed." Deuce sighed. 
"Okay, we can't change that, probably. But maybe we can 
prevent some of these flare ups with her. Do you think 
there's any way at all that she'll leave Lacey in my care 
when you're late home from work?" 


"No. Maybe. | don't know." Trey stared moodily at the 
table. "I should have called her this time to say | was going 
to be late, but | sort of thought she'd be okay with leaving 
Lacey here. And | didn't even ask you if you'd be okay with 
it, either. Sorry." 


"Oh, hey." Deuce raised his hands. "I'm totally cool with 
it, don't even worry about that. Me and Little Beans are cool. 
We can entertain each other easily enough. | was thinking 


we'd play computer games and she came armed with 
magic. That's pretty neat, don't you think?" 


"Armed with magic?" Trey perked up slightly. "The 
wizard kid DVDs?" 


Deuce laughed. "No, man. She's going to do magic 
tricks for us." Then he raised his eyebrows. "I have Harry 
Potter DVDs, if that's what you like. I'll even let you play 
with my wand." 


Trey's face remained perfectly blank. "Really? You just 
said that? Tell me my articulate, smart, hot boyfriend didn't 
just say | could play with his wand." 


Deuce grinned at him. "I could play with myself and let 
you watch. Boyfriends do that sometimes." 


"Okay, now that idea has merit." Trey paused and 
considered things. "I guess | said boyfriend, huh." 


"You did. | don't mind." Deuce got up and took his 
coffee cup to the counter. "Does it change anything, saying 
it out loud? For you, | mean. It doesn't change things on my 
end, | don't think." 


He could feel Trey's eyes on him from behind. "It... | 
guess... no. It doesn't change things for me. | didn't even 
know | thought of you that way until | got pissed that Holly 
wouldn't leave Lacey here." 


Deuce nodded and went back to the table. "That is a 
thing, isn't it?" He moved his chair closer to Trey's and put a 
hand on his arm. "How long do we wait to tell Lacey? A few 
months? And do we tell Lacey before Holly or Holly first? 
And do you think that she'll freak out and try to keep Lacey 


away completely? | don't want that. | want you and Lacey to 
have as calm a life as you can." 


"A few 

months 

? | was thinking more like a couple of days. Lace isn't 
going to care. Her mother already told her what my 
situation was when | moved out." Trey rolled his eyes and 
looked annoyed again. "Whether she understood it or not is 
another story." 


Deuce blinked a couple of times. "She knows? Really?" 
He had no idea what he'd expected from a child who knew 
her dad was gay, but total indifference wasn't it. "Well, all 
right, then. Huh." He could work with that. "Has Holly asked 
you if we're together? Implied it or anything?" 


Trey sighed. "Yes. | didn’t say we weren’t together. | 
only said you weren’t my boyfriend. Because you weren't, at 
the time. And yes, Lacey knows, but like | said, she might 
not even understand what it means. If we tell her we're 
together, | have to explain what that entails. To a point, of 


course. And she'll go home and blab to Holly, who will find 
some way to be even more bitter." 


“Then... maybe we shouldn't. For a while?" Deuce 
would much rather just get on with life and be happy, but 
clearly having an ex-wife as upset and angry as Holly in 
their lives wasn't going to make things as easy as in the 
fairy tales. "Maybe Holly will find a new person of her own 
and be happy. Soon." That would be good. 


Trey put his head down on the table with a thunk. 
"Lacey spends four days here at a time. | don't like having to 
check myself if she's in the room, you know? If | want to 
hold your hand or kiss you, | should be able to. It's not like 
Holls and | never touched each other when Lacey was 
younger." He frowned at the wood beneath his face. "I'm 
more complicated than you thought I'd be when | saved 
your dog, | guess." 


"You are even more amazing each day," Deuce said 
with so much sincerity that he sat back. It was true. Trey 
impressed him constantly, as a person, as a father, as a 


friend. "Oh, boy. Yeah, | don't think | can contain this level of 
sSappiness for four days. It'll leak out around the edges and 
I'll burst into song or something. Nothing like power ballads 
to tip off the kid." 


Q rose from her bed in the corner and laid her head on 
Trey's thigh. Deuce watched him pet her and rub her ears. "I 
don't know if power ballads are your thing," he said 
seriously. "But we can wait, if you'd rather. Maybe my next 
four day. Holly should be less irritable by then, unless Lacey 
goes home and talks about you and the dogs some more." 


"Maybe it would be a good thing in the long run, 
though. You know, that Lacey likes me." Deuce sighed. "Or 
maybe Holly will just see that as a betrayal. | don't know. | 
want what's best, and | don't know what it is. It's your call, 
though. Your child, your ex, your call. I'll happily follow your 
lead." It felt more than a little odd leaving choices up to 
someone else, but there was no denying that Trey had to 
have the loudest voice in this. 


"If anyone can wear her down, Lacey can. She's just 


about the only thing that Holly sees the good in, these days. 
And if Holly took five seconds to talk to you like a human 
being instead of like a machine, she'd get why you're so 
important. Jesus." Trey lifted his head and slumped down 
further in his chair. "We'll tell Lacey this week. She can go 
home and tell Holly, and I'll field the phone call." Trey looked 
as if he was sure that phone call would come about ten 
seconds after he dropped Lacey back off at her mom's. 


"Maybe you should tell Holly first?" Deuce suggested 
tentatively. "I don't know how these things work. I'm just 
saying maybe she'd take it better from you than Lacey just 
announcing it? Hell, maybe | can send her a text. 'Love Trey, 
thanks for setting him free.' Or maybe not." He wouldn't, but 
it would be funny. For him, anyway, and for about a minute. 


"The word 'love' would freak her out. Fine, you're right. 
I'll tell her first. When | drop Lacey off on Friday morning." 
He looked less angry now, but still defeated. 


"I can go with you. She'll be mad, but it'll be me she 
takes it out on. That'll be better." Deuce didn't give a rat's 


ass if she loathed him, as long as she didn't bad mouth him 
to Lacey or make Trey's life even more miserable because of 
him. 


Trey looked as if he were about to protest, but 
something must have changed his mind because he 
nodded. "Yeah, come with me. She'll see. | want her to see. 
You're not just some guy; you're not just my roommate. She 
needs to know." 


"Okay." Deuce nodded. "We'll tell her together. She'll 
see." He leaned forward and kissed Trey again. "Now. You go 
shower, and your daughter and | will get to making you 
pancakes. Then there will be magic." 


Trey met Deuce's gaze. "There's already been magic." 
He left the kitchen without another word. 


Deuce had enjoyed all of Lacey's magic tricks. Many 
times. He hadn't ever said he was too busy to watch, but he 
did spend a lot of time in the backyard with the dogs for a 
couple of days. Eventually, though, it was time to take her 
home to her mother's house, and for the first time -- 
probably the last -- Deuce was going along. 


He rounded up the dogs and made Sure that the two 
babies were in their crate and that Q was comfortable on 
her bed, then gathered his things for work. He'd be late, but 
that was okay. This was important. 


“Everyone ready?" he asked as he slung his bag over 
his shoulder. He wished his stomach would settle down. 


Lacey stood in the middle of the kitchen with her 
school backpack and only one shoe on. She pointed to her 
sock foot and looked silently at Deuce. 


“Hmm. | see. Where's your shoe gone to? Canada?" 


She laughed. Deuce saw Trey smile as he put the last 
of the breakfast dishes in the dish rack to dry. 


"We colored Canada on our maps at school. If you have 
a book of maps, that's called an atlas. We're making 
atlases." 


"You can't find your shoe in an atlas, Boo. Check under 
the bed again." Trey dried his hands and plucked his keys off 
the hook next to the back door. 


hallway anyway. 


Trey rubbed his face. "The last time she lost her shoe, 
she didn't tell me until we were in Holly's driveway. That was 
fun." 


"We'll make sure she has all her shoes," Deuce told 
him, trying to be soothing. "She has everything else, and | 
went over her magic kit to make sure she has all the pieces. 
There won't be any reason for Holly to get pissed. About 
that, anyway." 


"Holly will get pissed if Lacey's shoe is untied. She--" he 


cut himself off as Lacey re-entered the kitchen, holding her 
shoe. 


"It wasn't under the bed, 
Dad. 
" She sat down on the floor to pull it on. 


"Oh, yeah? Where was it, 


Lace 
2" 


"Six put it in my closet." She stood again and brushed 
her bangs out of her face. "Ready." 


Trey steered her toward the front door. "Come on, | 
have to bring you to Mom's before school. Get in the truck." 


"I'll meet you there," Deuce said, heading to his car. 
"Don't lose me." 


"Not by choice," Trey replied with a smile. He went to 
his truck and checked to make sure Lacey was buckled in 
the back, her magic kit, suitcase, and backpack beside her. 
Then he slid behind the wheel and pulled out of the 
driveway. 


Deuce pulled out behind him and followed, paying 
close attention to traffic. It was amazing how many times 
cars approached from the side, threatening to get in 
between them. He'd never noticed it before. He knew the 
drive to Holly's wasn't that far, but it still seemed to be far 
too quick before they were pulling onto a quiet street, out of 
the flow of people rushing to their jobs. Deuce would have 
preferred to live a lot farther away on that particular 
morning. 


Trey pulled into the driveway of a modest yellow house 
with white trim. The lawn and hedges were neat, probably 
due to a gardener, and the hydrangea bushes that bloomed 
next to the front door were full and round. It looked like a 
welcoming place. This was where Trey and Holly had lived 
together, Deuce realized. 


Lacey bounced out of the back of the truck cab before 
the engine was even turned off. She reached into the truck 
and grabbed her backpack, slinging it over one shoulder and 
making her way up the stone pathway to the front door. Trey 
followed more slowly, Lacey's suitcase and magic box in 
hand. 


Deuce got out of his car and walked with long strides to 
catch up to Trey. "I assume she's up and ready for her day 
and stuff. If she's in her bathrobe I'm probably going to turn 
tail and run. Just so you know where my courage falters." It 
was an important thing for a boyfriend to know. 


"She'll be up." Trey sounded resigned and determined 
at the same time. "Fridays are her days to volunteer in 
Lacey's classroom." He watched as Lacey used her key to 
open the front door. "Hey, Lace, tell your mom we're out 
here, okay?" 


"Kay." She vanished through the front door and left it 
standing wide open. 


Soon enough, Holly appeared. She looked as put- 
together as always, her straight blonde hair a curtain down 
her back and contrasting with the deep blue blouse she was 
wearing. "Hello," she said when she saw both of them. 
"We're making this a family affair, now? Wait, except one of 
us isn't part of the family." 


“Have | done something specific | should apologize 
for?" Deuce asked before he could stop himself. 


"No," Trey answered for Holly. "Holls, chill out, please. 
We want to talk to you." 


She leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms. 
"You have ten minutes." 


Trey took a deep breath and let it out quietly. "Okay, 
the thing is... you were right. Deuce and | are involved. 
Lacey doesn't know anything about it." 


Holly's expression didn't change, but Deuce saw her 
gaze flick to him and then back to Trey. 


"But she will, eventually," Deuce said quietly. "So we're 
giving you the courtesy of a heads-up, first. We didn't want 


you to find out from her, by accident." 


"Oh, thank you." It was clear by her tone that she 
meant anything but. "And how do you plan on telling her?" 


"You already told her I'm gay," Trey said with an eye 
roll. "I should have been part of that conversation. We're 
already showing you more courtesy than you did for me. 
We'll tell her the next time she's with me." He paused and 
leveled Holly with a stare. "And 

don't 

tell her before we do, Holly. Show me that much damn 
respect." 


"| wouldn't even begin to know how to tell her 
something like this." Holly straightened up and her hair fell 
around her shoulders. "Daddy likes Deuce better than 
Mommy? Daddy would rather hug and kiss boys than girls? 
Right." She snorted and shook her head, and for just a 
moment looked quite sad instead of angry and frustrated. 
"You can tell her. But after she knows, if she asks me 
questions about it, I'm going to be honest and tell her what | 


think and what | feel." 


"You'll tell her that you'd rather her dad be miserable 
than happy." Deuce didn't make it a question. "Maybe that'll 
let her know why your marriage didn't last." He turned to go. 
"See you when you get home, Trey." 


"Wait." Trey reached out a hand to stop him. 


"You don't know anything about me," Holly spat. "You 
can't come to my house and assume you know me just 
because of what Trey has told you." 


"No, but | can come here and tell you that you've been 
nothing but rude and mean to me, a total stranger, with no 
reason. You don't know me, either. You don't know that | 
care about him, that | care about your little girl. You don't 
know that I'd do anything to help either of them, that | 


spend hours and hours coming up with ways to make sure 
that Lacey gets what she needs to know about taking care 
of the dogs, that she knows that her father is a good man 
who does great things. You don't know crap about me and 
you have done nothing but mock the fact that | even exist. 
So pardon me for thinking that you're a little locked into this 
martyr thing you have going on." He was almost shaking 
when he was done. "Now you can hate me, | don't care. But 
you still have to deal with it. I'm not going anywhere." 


Trey had closed his eyes for a moment, but opened 
them again when Deuce was done talking. Holly was 
watching Deuce with an indescribable expression, but then 
she shifted her gaze to Trey. "I'll tell Lacey you said 
goodbye. My mom or | will drop her off next week." She 
retreated into the house and shut the door before Trey had a 
chance to answer her. 


The only sound on the street was the trash truck one 
block over. Deuce and Trey both stayed where they were 
and looked at the yellow house. 


"| apologize," Trey finally said. His voice was low. "I'll 
call her as soon as | get to work and tell her | won't tolerate 
you being talked to like that. I'm sorry." 


“Don't be." Deuce sighed. "You didn't do anything 
wrong. I'm the one who should apologize. But honest to 
God, Trey. If she wants to get all high and mighty about not 
being a bitch, then maybe she shouldn't be one. And if she 
thinks for one moment that being a homophobic bitch is 
going to get you back or make me leave, then she's also an 
idiot." His entire attitude about her had just spun right 
around from vaguely sympathetic to vehement dislike. "Why 
did you marry her? God." 


Trey started back down the walk to his truck. His 
shoulders were hunched in disgust or defense, Deuce 
couldn't tell. "I married her because | loved her, at the time. 
She wasn't always a bitch, and she doesn't want me back. 
She just wants what she can't have, and if she had me, we'd 
be right back where we were two years ago. She was a 
fireman's wife and is pissed that she can't call herself that 
anymore." He stopped at the door to his truck and looked at 
Deuce, his eyes full of sorrow. "I'm not defending her at all. 
Her attitude sucks, and I'm going to tell her exactly what | 
think of her little tantrum. But | hurt her, Deuce. | never 
expected her to accept that graciously. I'm sorry that she's 
making things so difficult for you, though. | should have 


spoken with her privately at first." He sighed and shook his 
head. "Go on to work. We can talk about it tonight." 


"Hey." Deuce stepped to him. "I can take whatever crap 
she's going to pile on me; don't worry about that. My only 
concern is that she's going to badmouth you to Lacey. That's 
all | care about. Well, you. | care about you." He kissed Trey 
quickly. "Try to forget her for the day, okay? I'll text you after 
work and see if you're at the station. This will work itself out 
-- but she's not going to get help from me for a while. Let 
her aim at me and not you two for a bit." 


Trey nodded, but wouldn't meet Deuce's eyes. "Yeah, 
sure. I'll talk to you later." He opened his door and got 
behind the wheel. "Have a good one." 


"Trey. It'll work out." 


"| won't spend the next few months letting her insult 
you. | share a child with her, though. I'm tied to her no 
matter what. You're right, you know. | should never have 
married her." 


"But then you wouldn't have Lacey, and she's all 
manner of awesome. | adore that kid, you know. We'll find 
our way, and I'll deal with Holly in whatever way | have to. 
Try not to worry about it, okay? You have to work, and me 
and Holly being in a big street fight -- which I'd win, by the 
way -- shouldn't be on your mind. Be safe, | need you to 
come home to me." 


"You're always on my mind. l'Il talk to you later." Trey 
smiled, though it didn't reach his eyes. He shut his truck 
door and started it up, then pulled out of the driveway. 


"Well, God damn it." Deuce sighed and looked at the 
little yellow house. For one terrifying moment he was sure 
that he was going to go knock on the door and talk to Holly 
again, but he couldn't come up with anything he wanted to 
say. He didn't want to yell at her, and he was pretty sure 


that she'd call the cops on him. He looked at the windows, 
hoping to see Lacey. At least he could wave to her before he 
left. 


The windows remained free of small blonde heads, but 
just as Deuce was turning to leave, the front door opened. 
"Big Beans! | showed Mom the magic cup trick and she said 
| was good!" 


"She's right, Little Beans," he called back. "You are 
good. Have a good day at school, okay?" 


"Uh-huh. Is Dad gone?" 


"Yeah, honey. I'm going now -- have to get to work. You 
have his cell phone number, though, right? You can phone 
him after school." 


"Yup." She nodded with enthusiasm. "Sometimes Mom 
brings me to his work. He gives me stickers for all the kids 
and then they want me to sit by them at lunch." This was 
clearly the highlight of having a father who was a firefighter. 
"Maybe she'll bring me today." 


"Maybe." Deuce doubted it. "You ask real nice later, but 
if she's busy you just phone, okay? Don't give your mom a 
hard time." 


Lacey shook her head, and her hair, so like Holly's, fell 
in strands around her face. "I never do," she informed him. 
That was likely untrue, but Deuce let it go. 


"Okay." He went to his car and opened the door. "Hey, 
you can call me, too, if you want. You know the number at 
the house." 


A thoughtful look stole over her. "Can | talk to Q?" 


"Of course." He laughed. "She'd love that. | have to go, 
Little Beans. Have fun today." 


"We're making atlases," she reminded him. "Bye." And 
with that, she shut the door. 


"| wish life had an atlas." Deuce sighed and got in his 
car. He hoped Trey wasn't too mad at him, though he 
deserved it. Honestly, would it have been so hard to keep 
his mouth shut and himself out of the middle of things? 


But he was in the middle, and Lacey and Holly were 
somehow a part of his life now. He'd have to come up with 
coping skills, pronto. 


Annoyed with himself, worried about Trey, Deuce went 
to work, not looking back at the little yellow house. 


Twelve 


It couldn't have gone worse, in Trey's opinion. 


He stewed about his and Deuce's morning until lunch 
time. Trey kept mostly to himself except when it was 
unavoidable. Their engine had two calls; one was a small 
kitchen fire that was out by the time they arrived, and the 
other was an elderly patient who had fallen in her driveway 
and needed several stitches in her forehead. Trey did his job 
mechanically and didn't make an effort to laugh or joke with 
anyone. 


He stayed in his dorm at lunch time and ate a sandwich 


on his bunk. Lunch wasn't a formal affair anyway; the rest of 
his crew would either eat in front of the television or out 
back at the picnic table. It was during dinner that they 
gathered at the big table in the kitchen like family. 


And they 

were 

family, Trey supposed. He'd worked with the same 
crew for several years and they knew each other well. 
Including Chance, of course, who Trey had a sneaking 
Suspicion Knew more than he let on. 


So when Chance appeared in the doorway of Trey's 
room, it was not a shock. "You all right?" he asked, with his 
usual no-bullshit attitude. 


"Yeah. | guess." If he could just make the whole 
morning go away, Trey would be all right. 


"Shake it off." It was more of a command than a 
suggestion. Chance had a job to do and part of it was 
dependent on Trey. 


"Oh, really? Shake it off?" Trey snorted and lay back on 
his bunk. Despite knowing Chance was just doing his job, 
Trey was unable to keep his sarcasm in check. He liked his 
captain, but Chance occasionally had a rep for being a dick 
because of his impassive nature and unwillingness to bend 
rules. Trey supposed that was what made him a good 
captain, though. 


Chance appeared to consider things, then stepped into 
Trey's dorm and leaned on the small row of lockers that Trey 
Shared with the men on the other shifts. "That guy. The one 
you live with. It's something with him?" 


It would be too much for Trey to go into details, 
especially since he was still feeling torn up about the 


morning. "Kind of. Him and my ex-wife." 


"Rough. Is there something you need me to do?" 


Trey shook his head ruefully. "No. I'll snap out of it. | 
might call him and have him come to dinner, though." 


Chance shrugged. "Sure, fine by me." He paused, as if 
thinking carefully about his next words. "I know what it's like 
to try and block out relationship crap while you're here. But 
try." 


"Yessir," Trey mumbled. Chance was right. His job was 
too important to let anything distract him, even Deuce and 
Holly. 


“Thank you." Chance pushed off the lockers and looked 
as if he was about to say something else, but a soft buzzing 
noise interrupted him. Trey looked over in time to see him 
take his phone out of his pocket and study the text message 
on the screen. 


When a corner of Chance's mouth curved up in a soft 
smile, Trey raised a brow. He would bet his left nut that he 
knew who'd sent it. "Tell Tucker | said hi." Block out 
relationship crap, indeed. 


"Okay." Chance smiled again before blinking and 
looking up at Trey. The smile vanished from his face and he 
looked slightly abashed. "Just call your guy," he said sharply, 
and then left, presumably to answer his text. 


Trey rolled his eyes. Seemed as if no one was that 


successful in blocking out relationship crap, even Chance. 


Might as well follow orders, though. Trey dug his phone 
out of his pocket and called Deuce's office line. 


"Good afternoon, G2G Systems. This is Nathaniel." 
Deuce sounded ever so slightly distracted, but possibly only 
Trey would notice. "How can I help you?" 


"Yeah, | have a problem with some code you guys 
helped me install last week." Trey hoped that sounded close 
enough to what Deuce actually did at work. 


"That's not good. What project is that, sir?" Deuce 
sounded like he was suddenly paying attention. "Was it 
something to do with idiot boyfriends who don't know when 
to shut up?" 


"More like idiot boyfriends who expose their partners to 
bitchy ex-wives." Trey looked at the ceiling of his dorm and 
played with a belt loop on his uniform pants. "I'm sorry. She 
was awful to you." 


“That's hardly your fault." Deuce sighed. "For some 
reason | keep expecting her to act like a rational adult, 
despite all the evidence to the contrary. | should have just 
let her spit venom -- it's not like | actually care what she 
thinks about me. Although, to be honest, if she's going to 
tell Lacey that kind of anti-gay bile, you're going to have to 
do something. That's just not cool." 


Trey went over the conversation from that morning in 
his head. He remembered Holly saying something about 
telling Lacey that Daddy liked to kiss boys, but Lacey had 
already been told that when Holly had said he was gay. 
"She's not anti-gay," he said slowly. "She's just anti-me. 
She'd behave the same way if | told her | was a communist 
or a lumberjack or a white collar criminal." 


There was a long pause before Deuce replied. "This 
morning she made it about telling Lacey that you like to kiss 
and hug me instead of her, and that Daddy likes boys. Then 
she said that she will tell Lacey what she thinks and feels. 
Given the high feelings and the level of her disdain, it 
sounded and felt very anti-gay to me." 


Trey considered how to answer. There were so many 
variables and details that Deuce didn't know, and that 
wasn't his fault. Now was probably not the time to get into 
them, though. "I Know what she said," Trey finally replied. 
"She's unhappy I'm gay. That doesn't mean she's 
homophobic. She's already told Lacey that Daddy likes boys 
instead of girls, and judging from how calm Lace was about 
that when she and | talked, Holly didn't make it into 
something disgusting or wrong. | can't defend Holly on 
much, but she's a decent parent and she loves Lacey. She 
knows Lacey loves me, and she won't do anything to 
jeopardize our relationship. | won't jeopardize theirs, either. 
It's in writing." God, that court and custody battle had 
sucked so much. 


"I can only tell you what | heard and how | heard it, 
Trey." Deuce sounded tired. "I'm not going to yell at her 
again or anything -- in fact I'll just do my best to never even 
see her. But that's what it felt like to me. I'm not used to 
feeling like a bug under someone's shoe. All of that aside, it 
wasn't your fault and | don't want you to say you're sorry. 
We've learned our lesson, and we did the right thing by 
telling her, even if she doesn't see it that way." 


"It sounds like you're trying to explain something that | 
don't see. It's not like that." Trey felt even more miserable. 


"Don't worry about it, all right? Just let it go, honey. It 
doesn't matter." 


"Of course it matters. That leaves you with a 
perception of me that | don't like." 


"My perception of you hasn't changed at all. My 
perception of her has, but since | don't actually have to deal 
with her, that's fine. I'll stay out of the way, and I'll only ever 
say nice things about her to Lacey." 


Trey supposed that was all he could ask for, at this 
point. The fact remained that Holly was showing Deuce 
nothing but her bitchy side, and Trey would always have 
lingering guilt at the way they'd left things at the end of 
their marriage. "All right," he sighed. "I'd like it if you could 
come by for dinner tonight. If you want." 


"Of course | want." Deuce sounded pleased, or possibly 
relieved. "I'll come from work. | have to stay an extra half 
hour because of this morning, but | should be there about 
six. | went home at lunch to let the dogs out, so they'll be 
Okay." 


"That's fine, we never know when we're going to eat 
around here anyway. I'll see you tonight. Thanks." He really, 
really didn't like the fact that Holly had come between them, 


however briefly. 


"I'll see you tonight. Count on it." Deuce was positively 
warm as he hung up. 


It was a relief to hear Deuce sounding so calm, so 
maybe things would work themselves out. AS much as Trey 
would have liked to promise him that they'd avoid Holly 
forever, it just wasn't possible. She was going to be part of 
their lives. Trey was still unsure about how long this 
relationship thing was going to last, but right now he hoped 
"a long time" was a good estimate. 


He rolled off his bed and shoved his phone back in his 
pocket, then went to see if anything needed to be done 
around the station. 


The afternoon passed more quickly than the morning 


had, so by the time six p.m. rolled around, Trey barely had 
time for a quick shower and a clean shirt. He had just 
wandered into the kitchen to see if he could help the other 
crew cook when he heard the doorbell. 


"| got it," he announced casually, and made himself 
walk to the door instead of bolting there. He opened it and 
smiled. Deuce hadn't had time to change, so he was still 
dressed in work clothes and looked delicious. "Hi. I'm glad 
you came." 


"I'm glad you invited me." Deuce gave him a smile and 
very briefly touched his arm. "How was your day? Any calls 
this afternoon?" 


"Always. This station is busy." He'd actually been 
thinking about transferring somewhere quieter for a while 
and applying for paramedic school. "Hopefully we'll be 
Slower tonight. It's just spaghetti for dinner." 


"Spaghetti is good." Deuce nodded. "I'll cross my 
fingers for a restful night for you." 


Trey glanced around and, seeing no one else in the 
hallway with them, leaned in for a fast kiss. "Restful nights 
are always better for my attitude the next day. We're both 
home tomorrow; you want to go out and do something? Go 
down to the beach, maybe?" They hadn't really gone out 
together as a couple too much. 


"I'd love that. Maybe have lunch out, wander around? 
Do you want to go to a movie tomorrow night, too?" 


Trey thought for a moment. Other than grabbing a 
quick burger once in a while at their local place, they hadn't 
been out for a real date. The relationship had fallen into 
place easily, but Trey figured there should be a little 
courting, too. Better late than never. 


"Okay, let's do this. We'll grab sandwiches and go the 
beach for a while. | do a little body boarding once in a while, 
SO we Can swim, too. And then maybe dinner out and a 
movie after." If we get that far, he added silently. Mostly 
they seemed to cut their time out in public short and go 
home and mess around. 


Deuce beamed at him. "That sounds like a wonderful 
day. It's a date." He winked one eye slowly. "So, this is a 
lovely hall we're standing in, but maybe we should move out 
of it." 


"There are other people around. It's quiet here." Trey 
knew he was taking a risk, though. Twelve other guys in one 
station house meant someone was going to come along any 
minute. "But okay." He leaned in for one more kiss and then 
pushed off the wall. "Let's go see if we can help cook." 


“Sounds good to me." Deuce followed along behind, 
and Trey felt a hand on his ass for a few steps, Deuce 
laughing softly behind him. "You're very cute," he 
whispered. 


Trey's cock hardened instantly, and he stopped short in 
the hallway. "Nathaniel," he warned. 


"Sorry." Deuce sounded anything but. The hand went 
away, though not immediately. "Carry on." 


It took a moment for him to get himself under control. 
His uniform pants weren't very forgiving in terms of walking 
around with a stiff dick. Now, his turnout pants were 
different. Those hid everything, and thank God for it. More 
than once Trey had been woken up at night from a dirty 
dream by the paging system. He'd pulled on his turnouts 
and no one knew he was hiding a hard on under them. 


When his cock had finally gone down, Trey brought 
Deuce into the kitchen. The men greeted him courteously, 
and Chance gave him a handshake and a, "Hey, how's it 
going?" 


“Well enough, thanks. And thanks for dinner, too." 
Deuce spoke to a couple of the guys by name and made 
himself at home, helping to set the table and offering to 
help out with the chopping. 


Trey was pleased by the easy familiarity Deuce had 
with Trey's crew. It was nice to know that Deuce could drop 
by to say hi and no one would disappear into their dorms or 
find something to do in the garage, as so often happened 
with visitors that no one wanted to be around. Holly had 
been one such example. 


"Chow," Eric Dayton announced, a captain on the truck. 
"Call it, Trey." 


Trey handed Deuce two tall plastic cups of ice water 
and nodded toward the end of the table. He picked up the 
paging system handset and made the chow call to the 
station, then joined Deuce at the table. "There's plenty, as 
usual. Take as much as you want." He indicated the two 
heaping pots of spaghetti and the bowls of sauce. 


Deuce dug in with the rest of them and for a few 
minutes there was just eating; apparently sitting at a desk 
all day wasn't that far removed from more physical labor, 
and Trey wondered if Deuce had even eaten when he went 
home to let the dogs out at lunch. Just as he was wondering, 
someone asked about the puppies and Deuce entertained 
them all by telling of Pi's latest escape attempt and the 
reaction of the next door neighbors, who had been a little 
startled to see a dog's face suddenly appear behind their 
garden. 


"We had no idea that dogs could even climb that high," 
Deuce told them, indicating how far up Pi had scrambled in 
order to clear the fence. "So now Pi doesn't get to go out 


alone. Six, on the other hand, is a perfect angel." 


By the time they were done eating, Deuce had passed 
around his phone twice with photos they'd asked to see, and 
all three dogs had admirers. Other phones appeared, and 
pet photos of dogs, cats and one horse were all shown off. 


"Let me help clear," Deuce said when they were done 
eating. "It's the least | can do since you fed me." 


His offer was met with immediate denials. "Guests 
don't work," Chance informed Deuce, and Trey nodded in 
agreement. 


"Sorry." Trey gave Deuce a smile. "It's true in any 
station you go to. Guests are guests. Hang out here at the 
table, and I'll grab dessert for us when we're finished." 


Deuce nodded, smiling. "Okay. | can sit, | suppose. 
Thanks." He looked around. "Although, to be honest, it feels 
odd, watching you guys clean up." 


"There's thirteen of us," Eric announced on the way to 
the sink. "We'll be done in five minutes. Takes longer when 
there's a rookie, because none of us help." 


This was true, too. Trey rolled his eyes and wondered 
what kind of impression Deuce was actually getting. The 
inside of a fire station was not unlike a fraternity house 
sometimes. 


The cleanup was finished in eight minutes, not five, but 
Deuce didn't seem to mind the wait when Trey brought over 
two ice cream sandwiches made with freshly baked 
chocolate chip cookies. "There are more of these, too." 


"Oh, | think one will do," Deuce said with a laugh. "I'm 
going to have to run to work on Monday instead of bike, just 
to work off the pasta." 


“We'll swim tomorrow," Trey promised. "Or, you know." 
He lowered his voice as he watched Deuce lick ice cream 
from his spoon. "Other stuff." 


Deuce's eyes widened, and he looked around. "Why, 
Trey," he whispered. "Whatever do you mean?" 


The words were out before he could stop them. "I'll 
show you. Hang around for another hour or so." 


"Are you going to get us in trouble?" Deuce looked 
deeply amused. "Because I'm all for that, aside from the 
actual getting in trouble. | like the wild side of you." He 
grinned and licked his spoon again. 


Trey couldn't tear his gaze away from Deuce's pink 
tongue. "No trouble. We'll be careful." And keep themselves 
away from Chance, who was already looking at them 
suspiciously. Trey wished he knew Tucker's phone number so 
he could call and tell him to keep Chance busy for half an 
hour. 


"Cool." Deuce finished his ice cream and started a 
conversation about baseball, but he clearly had no intention 
of rushing home, which was good. The talking seemed even 
to soothe Chance a little. 


They moved to the recliners in front of the television 
for a while, and around eight o'clock people started 
appearing in the common room in shorts and Ts instead of 


uniforms. Trey got up from one of the comfortable chairs 
and looked at Deuce. "Come on, I'll walk you out." He had 
no intention of letting the man leave, however. 


"Sure thing." Deuce stood up and said good bye to the 
room at large, waved his thanks at Chance, and followed 
Trey out. "So, you'll be home on time tomorrow morning, 
you think?" he said as they left the room. 


"Hopefully." Trey let the heavy door close behind them. 
They were alone in the quiet of the cavernous garage that 
housed two fire engines and a fire truck. "Come here," he 
whispered, taking Deuce's hand. He led him around to the 
back of one of the fire engines. "Can you climb up?" he 
asked, pointing to the top of the engine where the hose lay 
neatly folded in its bed. 


Deuce climbed, not bothering to say anything. His grin 
was answer enough, and his speed was flattering. "How far 
away from the edge?" he whispered, getting himself over 
the top. 


Trey climbed up behind him and crawled to the middle 
of the bed. "Here's good. Lie down." He knelt and found 
himself already reaching for Deuce's fly. 


"Oh, man." Deuce fell back, his hands helping. "This is 
the best idea ever. | swear to God, you'll never have a better 
one, and I've never had one even come close." 


"Shhh." Trey started laughing; he couldn't help it. "You 
echo in here. Remember that when you come." He shoved 
Deuce's slacks down and felt warm skin beneath his hands. 
"The hose bed's a little rough. Try not to move too much." 
He buried his head in Deuce's crotch and nuzzled there. 


"That's easy for you to say," Deuce whispered. He was 
wiggling, trying to spread his legs. "Just... yeah." His hand 
was in Trey's hair, petting. "Oh, yeah." 


Trey started out by trying to keep an ear open for 
people entering the garage, but the way Deuce tasted and 
smelled and the sounds he was making soon made Trey 
forget about it. They were being as quiet as they could, 
anyway. 


Deuce was hard enough to have his cock nearly 
touching his own stomach. Trey licked at the head and took 
the tip in his mouth, swirling his tongue around and tasting 
all of the sweetness that Deuce was leaking. 


"Trey." Deuce was whispering, but the word sounded 
rough. His hips rocked up and he slid into Trey's mouth; the 
hand on Trey's head was a steady pressure, keeping him 
there, like Deuce wanted him in exactly that place, not even 
a half inch out of position. 


Eager to please, Trey kept himself right there. He let 


Deuce guide him while keeping his mouth warm and wet, 
tongue sliding along the shaft and adding a bit of pressure 
now and then. He would have liked to draw it out for Deuce, 
to make it last as long as possible, but it was too dangerous. 
If they were caught now, Trey would be fired, and he knew 
that was a risk neither of them wanted. 


Increasing the suction a little, Trey moved down further 
onto Deuce's prick. He sucked and licked and Deuce grew 
even harder in Trey's mouth. 


Deuce's hand grew heavier, and Trey could hear him 
beginning to pant. There weren't any words but the way 
Deuce's hips were rising faster, snapping a little as he thrust 
into Trey's mouth, spoke just as loudly. Deuce's other hand 
joined the first and Trey found himself being held in place as 
Deuce fucked his mouth, driving himself toward orgasm. 


It felt as if Deuce was teetering on the edge for several 
moments, his body quivering and his shaft hard as steel in 
Trey's mouth. Trey brought up a hand and squeezed it down 
in the crack between Deuce's legs. With one completely dry 


finger, he teased his way into Deuce's hole and sucked as 
hard as he could. 


"Oh, 

fuck 

." Deuce went tight -- his hole, his legs, his cock, his 
abs. Every single part of him that Trey could feel got hard as 
rock and then started to spasm as Deuce came, jerking into 
Trey's mouth and curling up around him. It wasn't silent but 
it was sure not as loud as Trey thought maybe Deuce 
wanted to be. 


Trey caught everything in his mouth except for one 
droplet he could feel trickling down his chin. He licked and 
cleaned and gentled his sucking, and it was then he became 
aware of his own erection. It had never completely gone 
away since Deuce had grabbed his ass in the hallway, but 
Trey had been able to ignore it through dinner. It caught his 
attention now, though, and he couldn't help rubbing his 
palm over the outside of his pants. 


"Come 


here 
." Breathless as Deuce was, it sounded like an order. 
"Let me." 


"Oh, God. Hurry. Hurry hurry hurry." Trey was desperate 
both for release and to finish up their forbidden tryst. He 
was so hard and wanted Deuce so badly, and not for just a 
quickie on top of the engine. Trey tore open his pants and 
withdrew his cock. "Here, touch. Please." 


Deuce rolled, pushing him down onto the hose. "No 
mess, no evidence, more fun for me." He kissed Trey hard 
and then moved down, his mouth eager. He didn't tease, not 
the Trey was in a position to take any teasing anyway, but 
started to suck with something not unlike true hunger. 


Trey sucked in a breath and rolled his eyes back in his 
head. He arched his neck and tangled both hands in Deuce's 
hair. He was about four seconds away from coming and he 
hoped he had the control to keep it as quiet as Deuce had. 


With a messy sounding slurp, Deuce came off Trey's 
cock. "When you get home tomorrow, meet me in the 
shower." Then he dipped his head again and sucked, hard. 


"Fuck!" Trey squeezed his eyes shut and bit down hard 
on the inside of his cheek as he came in one big pulsing 
shudder. His worry and emotion seemed to pour out of him 
as he climaxed, and he could feel Deuce receiving all of it. 


Deuce licked him clean and crawled up to kiss him 
again. "That was the hottest thing in forever, and I'm going 
to jack off about four times when | get home." He grinned, 
kissed Trey again, and started doing up his pants. "I'm 
actually shaking. Look." He held out is hand, proving his 
point. It was far from steady. 


Trey sat up slowly, but still got a slight head rush when 
he did. "Whoa." He blinked and looked around. "I haven't 


done that before." He'd never be able to climb on top of the 
engine again without getting hard. 


"Really?" Deuce looked both pleased and oddly shy. 
"Cool." 


"There's never been anyone who's made me want to 
do it." Trey grinned and got himself together enough to zip 
up his pants. He'd change as soon as he got inside, anyway. 


When they were both zipped up, Trey led the climb 
back down the side of the fire engine and hopped to the 
floor. "Text me when you get home." 


"| will." Deuce took a look around the garage and 
leaned in to kiss him again. "I'm sorry about this morning. | 
really am." 


"| Know." Trey sighed. "I am, too. | felt like a total 
asshole for exposing you to that." He reached for Deuce's 
hand and began walking toward the door that led to the 
parking lot. 


"It's okay. We're okay." Deuce squeezed his hand. "I'll 
see you in the morning. Have a good night, all right? Get as 
much rest as you can." Deuce gave him a long look. "You're 
going to need your strength." 


Trey was about to press for details on what Deuce had 
in mind, but the door that led from the station to the garage 
opened. Both of them looked over quickly to see who had 
come in. 


Chance paused briefly on his way to the row of lockers 
that held their gear. "Thought you left," he said to Deuce. 


"Just going now. Thanks again for supper," Deuce said 
smoothly. "Stay safe, Trey. See you in the morning." 


Damn 

, this wasn't good. "Yeah, no problem. Night." He 
opened the back door for Deuce and let him out into the 
parking lot. When he turned back into the garage, Chance 
was busy hanging gear in his locker. "Night, Cap." 


Chance stood and turned around. "Hold it." 


Trey stopped, one hand on the door that led inside. So 
close. "Uh-huh." 


Chance gave Trey a quick once-over, taking in all the 
details that Trey just knew screamed "I got laid out here 
while no one was watching". Untucked shirt, mussed hair. 
Shit. 


"| warned you once." Chance came closer and spoke 
very seriously. "This is not cool, Donovan. Really 
disrespectful." 


Most of the good feelings Trey was holding had 
vanished. Chance was right, and the worst part was, Trey 
hated disappointing people. "Yessir," he mumbled. "I'm 
sorry." 


"Someone else could have walked out here. And if 
there'd been a call? Come on, are you fucking kidding me?" 
Chance shook his head and looked Trey in the eye. "We have 
to be careful. More careful than most. That fucking sucks, 
but I live with it. You need to, also." 


It was the perfect example of the double standard held 
by most people Trey knew. If he'd been caught up on the 
engine with a female, he would have still gotten in trouble 
and possibly fired, but it would have lauded him much back- 
Slapping and congratulations from his peers. Caught up 
there with Deuce, however, would have been a much 
different story. No one knew it better than Chance, who was 
not only gay, but had a partner who worked in the fire 
department. 


"Yessir," Trey said again. "I know. You can write me up." 
He sighed heavily. There went his flawless record. 


Chance nodded. "I will, for some bullshit thing I'll make 
up. But this is it for you, Trey. Don't make me look like an 
idiot again, or you're done." 


"| won't. I'm..." Trey looked down at the grey cement 


floor. "I'm sorry, Chance." 


"Remember what I said." Chance turned back to his 
locker, and Trey knew he'd been dismissed. 


He wasted no time in getting inside and shutting the 
door to his dorm. That little escapade was the closest he'd 
ever come to getting in real trouble at work, and Trey was in 
no hurry to repeat it. He valued his job. 


Once he was dressed in sweats and T-shirt, Trey lay on 
his bunk and checked his phone. Sure enough, there was a 
message from Deuce. 


‘Thanks again for dinner and dessert. Oh yeah, and the 
cookies, too.' 


Trey couldn't help chuckling. Okay, so it had 
almost 
been worth it. 


Thirteen 


Deuce stood waist-deep in the ocean, watching the 
next wave roll closer. "No, seriously. This one is high enough 
to go right over your head. | swear to God." 


The ten-year-old he was talking to looked at him like he 
was nuts, then looked at Trey. "I think he's got sunstroke." 
Deuce knew he was ten because his mother had said 
something about not going too deep because he was ten, 
and Deuce had asked the kid what the difference was 
between ten and nine. 


Trey had said something like, "Do you have to talk to 


everyone?" but Deuce assumed it was rhetorical. 


"| don't have sunstroke. Seriously, if that wave crashes 
on you, your mom is going to drag you out. You should back 
up a step." 


The kid rolled his eyes and turned around, just in time 
to get swamped by the wave. 


"| warned him." Deuce looked at Trey, then made sure 
the kid came back up. "Told you." 


Trey laughed as the kid took up the exact same 
position again. "He doesn't care, man. And he may be right. 
| think the sun is getting to you." He waded over and 
grabbed Deuce by the back of his waistband. "Come on, I've 
had enough beach for one day. You ready to get out of here? 


Our reservations are at seven." 


"Time to shower and get fancy?" Deuce smiled and 
went with him, happy enough to have Trey drag him by the 
bathing suit. Trey could drag him by anything, really. He'd 
done a little dragging earlier in the day, and Deuce was 
hoping for more, later. 


They dried off and picked up their stuff, talking a little 
about how much time they should give the dogs out in the 
yard before they went out to dinner, and made their way to 
Trey's truck. Deuce was starting to love that truck. It was 
way more useful than his car ever was, and it was always 
clean. For some reason his car attracted clutter, even 
though he didn't even use it every day. 


"So, we're dressing up for dinner?" he asked as they 
started the drive home. "Or just jeans and a shirt that 
doesn't have rude graphics?" 


"| think the second one. Have you ever seen a 
restaurant in southern California where someone wasn't 
wearing jeans? For some guys | know, dressing up 

is 

jeans." Trey maneuvered through the Saturday traffic 
with ease and they were soon parked in Trey's driveway. The 
sound of the crated puppies barking could be heard through 
the truck's open window. "Yikes. They're pissed off." 


Deuce nodded, already opening his door. "I'll take 
point. You get the door to the backyard open." It was like 
planning a military maneuver. "At least we can be pretty 
sure they didn't make a mess in their crate." He headed to 
the front door, key out and ready. 


He went in, saw Q giving him a dirty look from where 
she lay on the kitchen floor, and went to release Six and Pi. 
"You two need to work on your harmony a little," he told 
them as they started to read him the riot act. "Shh, now. Be 
good babies." He let them out and watched them stampede 
to the kitchen. "Duck for cover, Trey!" he yelled, laughing as 
he followed them. 


Trey yanked open the back door and the dogs went 
barreling outside, bumping and rolling and pushing each 
other. Q followed at a more sedate pace, though she did 
pause to give Deuce and Trey another long-suffering look. 
"Sorry," Trey informed her. "The man and | needed some 
couple time. At least they weren't loose in the house." 


Deuce laughed. "She'll be okay." He wrapped his arms 
around Trey and watched the puppies play, pausing only for 
the calls of nature. "They'll wear themselves out. We'll leave 
a movie on for Q. It'll be a good night for her." Cheaper than 
a babysitter, too, he imagined. 


"They're all asleep by nine anyway," Trey laughed. He 
closed the back door and leaned back against Deuce. Deuce 
liked how solid Trey felt against his chest. "So, we've got a 
couple of hours. | suppose we could shower." 


"We have to do that, yes. And probably really do 
shower things, as opposed to this morning." Which had been 
totally great, but Deuce wasn't sure how many times ina 
day they were capable of that kind of thing. 


"But | like it in the shower," Trey protested. If this 
morning had been any indication, he wasn't lying. "Doesn't 
mean we can't save water anyway," he coaxed. 


"Okay." Deuce thought maybe he should try to be a 
little less eager, but who was he kidding? If Trey was 
actually going to let him have a free-for-all that often, Deuce 
was all over it. And all over Trey. "You can wash my back this 
time." 


Trey leered at him. "That's not exactly what you 
washed of mine this morning." He began to pull Deuce in 
the direction of the bathroom when his back pocket began 
playing "Fire and Rain". "Whoops. Phone, hold on." He dug it 
out of his shorts and glanced at the display, then answered 
it. "Hi, Laceybug." 


Deuce smiled. "Tell her | said hi, when you get a word 
in edgewise." He stayed there, nowhere near the bathroom 
and not really in the hall, not really in the living room, and 
started peeling off sandy trunks. 


After watching Deuce for a minute or so, Trey finally 
dragged his gaze away and moved to the kitchen. He stayed 
there while he talked to his daughter, presumably because 
watching his boyfriend undress while talking to his child 
wasn't high on the "good choices" scale. Deuce couldn't 
really blame him. 


Trey appeared in the bathroom after a while and leaned 
on the sink, watching Deuce rinse sand out of his hair. "She 
says hi. And that she bought Q a new collar today." 


"Q?" Deuce laughed. "That kid. How come not one for 
Six? Wait, how does Lacey have money to buy anyone a 


collar?" He looked over at Trey and hoped most of the sand 
was gone. "What's up?" 


"Huh?" Trey broke out of his thoughtful pose. "Oh, 
nothing. Really, nothing." He shook his head and stripped off 
his shirt. Sand drifted down onto the bathroom tile. "She 
gets money for her grades and her allowance. She's got 
twenty-seven dollars saved up." Trey slid open the shower 
door and stepped inside. "She says she wanted to get 
collars for all three, but it would cost a lot. So she asked 
Holly which dog she should get one for, and Holly told her 
for Q. Keep in mind that this was all through the perception 
of a seven year old, so who knows what really happened." 
He stuck his head under the spray and more sand fell to the 
shower floor. 


"That's... really sweet of her." Even as Deuce said it he 
wasn't sure which her he meant, and that gave him even 
greater pause. He made room in the shower and let Trey 
rinse off, only touching a little. "I'll make sure she knows 
how nice that is, and how much Q and | appreciate it." 


It sooke volumes to Deuce that Trey didn't respond to 
the touching with more than a smile and a nuzzle. Trey 
washed his hair quickly and got the sand off before 
answering him. "Okay," he said with a nod. "You know... 
Holly didn't have to let her. She could have told Lacey to buy 
something else. Kind of weird, | guess." 


"No, | know." Deuce nodded. "And she sure didn't have 
to suggest 

my 

dog." He shook his head a little. "I don't get it. | don't. 
It's clear she hates me and everything | stand for. Why 
would she do that?" 


"She... | don't know. Can we talk about this outside of 
the shower? I'm too distracted by you in here." 


Deuce couldn't help a bit of a chuckle. "Sure." He 
opened the door and reached for the towels, giving one to 
Trey as he stepped out. "I'm reasonably sure we'll live if we 
Skip a round right now." 


Trey smiled ruefully. "As long as we can come back to it 
later." He dried off and wrapped his towel around his waist. 
"Let's just get some clothes on first, then we can talk." 


Deuce nodded, regretfully tearing his gaze away from 
Trey's abs and went to find something to put on. He wasn't 
going to dress for dinner yet, so he settled for track pants 
and -- as an afterthought -- a T-shirt. His clothes were all 
living in his room, even if he was spending the nights when 
Trey was home sleeping in the master bedroom, so after he 
dressed he went there to find Trey. "All un-naked. Better?" 
he teased. 


"No, actually. I'm always a fan of the naked." Trey was 
wearing an old department T and clean gym shorts, 
obviously having opted for pre-dinner clothing as well. He 
sat on the edge of his bed and looked at the floor. "I guess 
we need to talk about Holly a little. | promise not to make it 
too detailed." 


Deuce didn't sigh. He'd known they would have to talk 
about it all, but he'd been hoping they could... not. "Okay," 
he said, though, and crossed to the bed. "Can | sit here with 
you or is that too weird?" 


"Nah, it's better, actually. Unless hearing stuff about 
my ex-wife will freak you out." Trey sounded resigned, as if 
he'd been down this road before. 


"I'll be fine," Deuce told him as he sat down and 
offered his hand. "I'm not going to get all freaked out or 
upset or anything. | promise. She's Lacey's mom." If he 
could keep that simple fact firmly in mind, maybe he'd 
figure out how to deal with her. 


"She is that." Trey nodded slowly. "The thing | try to 
keep in mind about Holly is that my kid is always happy to 
see me and she never says shit like 'Mom said you blah blah 
blah’. I'm not there to see or hear what goes on at Holly's 
house, so all | have to go on is how Lacey acts. And so far, 


she acts like a kid that doesn't hear fucked up shit about her 
dad." 


"Uh-huh." Deuce assumed there had to be more to 
come, and he wasn't going to jump in and argue. That much 
was true; of course it was. He just had absolutely no faith 
that it would stay that way, now. 


Trey looked at his hands and Deuce saw him rub at the 
fourth finger on his left hand. "I loved her when | married 
her. And she loved me. Even though we were starting to 
argue a lot by the time Lacey was born, | still loved her. She 
was funny and energetic and liked to play sports, but she 
could dress up and be this pretty, put-together society girl. 
She was a good fireman's wife. All the guys thought she was 
hot and she got along with them. For a few years, anyway. 
Then we started fighting about how much I was working and 
dumb stuff like that." 


"I... Okay, | know that your marriage fell apart. And | 
know there has to be more to her than what she's showing 
me. | do. But I'm not... Why are you telling me this?" Deuce 


didn't want to hear all about the final days of their marriage. 
He didn't want to hear about the final days of 

anyone's 

marriage. "This is all past stuff. We're having trouble 
with the now, and even if you do feel guilt or something, you 
have to admit she's been pretty horrible." 


Trey's jaw worked and it took him a moment to answer. 
"I'm trying to give you background. I'm not making excuses 
for her." 


"| didn't say you were, honey." Deuce sighed. "Fine, go 
ahead. Give me background." 


"You asked why | was telling you this." Trey shook his 
head, clearly frustrated. "Okay, so you don't need or want to 
know it. You're right. The bottom line is that | feel guilty 
because | know what she had to endure when | left her. Even 
though it fell apart for more reasons than just me being gay, 
for more than just us fighting like cats and dogs, | know she 
was blamed heavily by her family and probably suffered a 
huge amount of emotional abuse from it. That's why she's 


angry at me. That's why she plays up the gay thing, even 
though the truth is she likely doesn't care one way or the 
other if | like men or women. Me being gay is a way for her 
to save face with her family and friends. She seized on it 
and made it her focus. Until you, she's never had anyone 
else to focus it on but me. | took it because | kind of 
deserved it. But you don't. She's not completely blind, 
Deuce. She does have a heart, or she used to, anyway. 
She'll come to realize you don't need to hear her shit. And if 
she doesn’t, then I'll tell her she needs to shut the fuck up." 


Deuce let him get all the way to the end and stopped 
himself from butting in more than a few times. He could see 
at least a couple of points that he knew he wasn't going to 
be able to live with silently for years and years, but it clearly 
wasn't yet time to point out to Trey how unfair it was for Trey 
to pay the price for her family's disgusting behavior. There 
was no acceptable reason why Trey should be the fall guy, 
and Deuce would make it his mission to deal with that -- but 
not yet. Right now what he needed was to find a way to co- 
exist in a life that contained Holly. 


"| hear you," he finally said. "There's a lot there for me 
to think about. But | really do need you to hear me on one 
matter. Just one, | promise. | need to know that you hear me 
-- and believe me -- when I say that | have a huge concern 
about what she's going to tell Lacey. She may not be 


homophobic, but she was very clear that she disapproves, 
and she flat out said that she'd be honest with Lacey about 
what she thinks and feels. To me, it felt like a threat. Until 
now, she's been great, like you said. | have a real concern 
that it might change." 


"| believe that you have a valid concern, yeah. | see 
why you would think it could happen." Trey rubbed his chin 
and sighed. "It's really easy for someone to look at us from 
the outside and say how both Holly and | should be acting 
toward each other. There's shit she should be called on and 
the same for me. But we don't because of Lacey, and that's 
just the way it is. If she were to sue for full custody, she'd 
get it. I'm gone for twenty-four hours at a time, plus I'm the 
father. Mothers are the ones that the kids are always placed 
with, fair or not." He paused again and shook his head. 
“Doesn't matter. | hear and understand you, and | can't tell 
you at this point what she'll do if Lacey goes home and tells 
her she saw us kissing or whatever. | can only say that | 
won't tolerate her coming after you for any reason, and if | 
have to pursue it legally, | will. That's all | can say at this 
point. I'm sorry." And he did look truly sorry, almost to the 
point of misery. 


"Hey." Deuce spoke softly and touched Trey's cheek 
with the back of his fingers. "Hey. | keep saying it -- you 
don't have to be sorry. Listen to me. | walked into this 


knowing you have a kid and an ex. That means | knew there 
was going to be another person in our lives -- two other 
people. It just so happens that I'm kind of crazy about one of 
them, and I'll accept the other one if it means | get you. You 
are worth it, to me. You're completely worth it, Trey. I'd take 
on an army of Holly's if it meant | got you." He was a little 
blown away by how completely he meant it. "Don't be sorry. 
| chose this." 


Trey looked up, blue eyes troubled. "I feel like it's more 
than you thought it would be. | do what I can to protect 
Lacey. Sometimes that means putting up with more crap 
than | should, and you don’t deserve that." 


"So?" Deuce smiled at him. "I'm not running away. One 
little blonde woman isn't going to frighten me off from my 
man. | promise that I'll be good, that | won't yell at her, and | 
won't make trouble. | will never say bad things about her to 
Lacey, and I will do everything | can to keep the peace. But 
I'm not afraid of this, Trey. You're going to have to just cope 
with me being around." 


"| can cope with it." He smiled a little and some of the 
worried look left his expression. "If you can deal with the 
two women in my life. At least the only female in yours is a 
dog." 


"No, sadly." Deuce put on a tragic expression. "I have a 
mom. You'll meet her eventually." 


"| hope so." Trey took a deep breath and let it out 
Slowly, along with some of the tension Deuce had seen in 
him. "I'd like to close the door on Holly and Lacey for 
tonight, if you don't mind." 


"| have no objection. Although | really will make sure 
that they know I appreciate Q's new collar. Now can we 
make out a bit?" 


"| thought you'd never ask." Trey lay back on the bed 


and reached for him. 


"| will always ask. Sometimes beg. Occasionally order." 
Deuce slid a hand under Trey's shirt and played with one of 
his nipples. "The only reason you'll go without is overtime, | 
assure you." 


Trey gave a laugh that got caught in a hiss as Deuce 
touched him. "That is one promise I'll hold you to forever. Do 
that some more. With your mouth." 


Deuce stripped Trey of his shirt and then peeled off his 
own. "Teeth?" he suggested, pushing Trey down again and 
straddling his hips. "Just a little or a lot?" He bent over and 
licked, barely grazing Trey's chest with his teeth. 


The response was immediate. Trey arched off the bed 
and moaned. "Teeth," he affirmed, although it wasn't 


necessary. Deuce could tell just from the response. 


Laughing, Deuce ground down on him and dragged his 
teeth more firmly, then give Trey a sharp little bite. He could 
feel them both getting hard already, track pants and shorts 
not hiding much at all. 


The moaning turned into panting, and Trey brought up 
one leg to plant his foot on the bed. It brought him and 
Deuce into perfect position for rubbing off and their cocks 
pressed against each other through their clothes. "Yes," Trey 
gasped. "Do it again." 


"Not if you're going to get off on it. | have plans for 
you." Deuce bit him anyway, absolutely getting turned on by 
the reactions. "Don't come. Okay?" 


He was ignored. Trey wiggled around beneath Deuce's 


body, obviously looking for some friction. "These are good 
plans. Just like this." 


"Not like this." Deuce lifted his head and grabbed Trey's 
hands to pin them to the bed. "Fuck me. Don't come. | want 
you to fuck me." He was unsurprised to find he was almost 
growling. 


Trey's eyes were wide and pleading as he looked up at 
Deuce. Slowly, he nodded. "Okay," he whispered, and Deuce 
could swear he felt Trey get even harder beneath him. "I 
will. Get the stuff." 


"You stay here. Like this. On your back." Deuce didn't 
move. "Nod your head. Stay." 


Trey nodded without a word, his eyes following Deuce's 


every move. 


Deuce climbed off and moved around the bed to the 
drawer for supplies, not bothering to be subtle about any 
adjustments. On the way back he tossed the rubber and 
lube onto the bed, stripped off his pants and grabbed at 
Trey's waistband. "Lift up." 


His orders were obeyed at once. Trey lifted his hips, 
and his shorts slid off with ease, his cock springing free and 
demonstrating how hard Trey was. He either liked being 
ordered around a little or was really, really enthused about 
fucking Deuce. Probably both. 


Delighted, Deuce leaned forward and gave him a long 
lick. "Now. Let's see..." He got back on the bed and resumed 
his place, straddling Trey's thighs. "This goes here." He held 
up the condom and tore the wrapper open, then stroked 
Trey's cock with his free hand. "Why don't you treat yourself 
to a bit of lube in the rubber? Grab it, it's right there." 


Trey reached around with one hand and snatched the 
tube. He squeezed out more than he needed and stroked 
himself with it, still watching Deuce's every move. "Here," 
Trey said, and held out his hand. "Kneel over me and I'll use 
the rest on you." 


Deuce tried very hard not to suck in a breath as he 
nodded. He smoothed the condom onto Trey's erection and 
shifted forward, shuffling his knees farther up the bed. "Can 
you reach?" 


"| got it." Trey curled upward a bit -- honestly, the guy's 
abs were pretty sensational -- and reached between Deuce's 
legs. A little bit of searching and Trey found what he was 
looking for. Deuce could feel one slick finger teasing around 
his hole, then there were two. After a few seconds of that, 
Trey eased them inside as slowly as he could. 


With a long exhale, Deuce made himself relax. He 
closed his eyes and let himself feel everything, let himself 
anticipate; when his body gave way and he realized he was 
moving back, trying to get Trey to speed up, he opened his 
eyes again. "More," he said, leaning forward and twisting 
Slightly to bite Trey's nipple again. 


That caused Trey to groan and nearly fall backward, but 
he recovered in time and slid his fingers in even further. He 
twisted them a bit as he did, feeling and stretching and 
trying to get even more lube in. "You're so tight," Trey 
murmured. "When's the last time you did this?" 


"Um." It was amazingly hard to think with fingers in his 
ass. "A year? More." He rocked back again and gasped. "Can 
we figure it out later?" 


Trey laughed and added a third finger. "As long as you 
promise to practice with me." He reached even deeper, if 
that was possible, and touched Deuce's gland with the tips 
of his fingers. "Feels good here, right?" 


"Oh, God. Yes, right there!" Deuce froze in place and 
waited for the hot rush to fade a little. "Okay, yeah, we're 
good. Let's move along before | lose it." That would be 
embarrassing. 


Trey grinned and withdrew his fingers. He helped 
position Deuce above him and seemed to take a fortifying 
breath. "Okay," Trey said. "You lead, I'll guide." 


Deuce liked it that way, even if he did try to ignore the 
urge for the most part. He nodded, without comment, and 
backed up. "Ready? Be ready, 'cause I'm way past ready." 
He knelt up and checked where he was, where Trey was, and 
took a deep breath. "Let's go." He eased back, trying to 
balance himself on one hand. 


Trey held the base of his cock with one hand and let 
Deuce come down on him slowly. He was staying as still as 


possible, but it was clearly hard for him not to just ram 
himself inside and go for it. Deuce admired his willpower. 


The pressure filling him was making him lightheaded, 
until he remembered to breathe. Deuce sank down, as far as 
he could go, and sucked in a huge breath. "Jesus." He 
thought he might die if he didn't get used to this, and he 
might die if he stayed still. "Trey." He looked down at Trey's 
face. 


Trey was looking back with the same awed expression. 
"You're so warm," he whispered. "So warm and tight. Are 
you Okay?" 


"I'm perfect." He was. "I need to move, though." He 
was going to fly apart if he didn't. 


"Thank God." He didn't wait for Deuce to do it, though. 


Trey moved his hips a bit and somehow settled himself even 
deeper inside. "Oh, Christ. You'd better move fast." 


Deuce swore. He lifted up and felt the glide of Trey's 
cock and swore again. "Trey. Please." 


When it became clear to Trey that Deuce needed him 
to do more, he felt Trey's hands at his hips. Trey began 
thrusting forward in time with Deuce's movements, and 
soon they fell into a jerky half-rhythm that had them both 
gasping and clutching at the sheets. "Deuce," Trey 
whimpered after only a couple of minutes. "I can't wait." 


Panting, unable to really say any real words other than 
"Oh, God," over and over, Deuce nodded. He was so close, 
was right on the very teetering edge of orgasm that nothing 
else really mattered. 


It might have been the permission Deuce unwittingly 
granted or the fact that Trey was just that close to orgasm, 
but once Deuce nodded, it was all over. Trey thrust up hard 
and cried out as he was overtaken by a full body shudder. 
He froze where he was and the pulsing of his cock could be 
felt as he came. 


It was that, feeling Trey pulse and throb inside him, 
that sent Deuce over. He arched his back and shot, his ass 
clamping down around Trey like he'd never let him go. He 
was still shooting when he fell forward, covering Trey with 
his own body. "I love you," he whispered, not sure if Trey 
would make out the words between panted breaths. "Love 
you, Trey." 


Trey heard. Deuce could feel him nod, and Trey's arms 
went around him and held tight. "Love you," Trey whispered 
back. "Love you." 


Epilogue 


Deuce watched the clock, and then he watched the 
phone. Both were clearly conspiring against him. Every 
second the phone didn't ring was a second closer to Lacey's 
scheduled arrival, and Trey wasn't home yet. 


He put the puppies in the backyard, not sure if it was 
his nervous energy or theirs that was making him jumpy. A 
text to Trey asking for an ETA went unanswered, and Deuce 
suspected he was out on a call. If that were true, he might 
not have been able to reach Holly to tell her that he'd be 
late. 


Which meant that the odds for an unpleasant meeting 
were going way up every second that the phone didn't ring 
and every pass of the second hand around the clock. 


Q got up off the kitchen floor and went to look out the 
living room window. She was starting to figure out what time 
Trey should be home, even if she wasn't so good at knowing 
what days he wouldn't be pulling in. Hoping she might have 
heard his truck turning onto their street, Deuce went to look 
out the same window. 


It was Holly, though, not Trey, and as he walked to the 
door a text came back to him that Trey was, indeed, out on 
a call. He'd be home as soon as he could, but he wasn't sure 
when. 


"Damn, damn, damn." Deuce closed his eyes and tried 
to find his pleasant greeting. This was not going to go well. 
He thought he should at least let her know before Lacey got 
herself too far into the house, so he went to open the door 
before they could ring the bell, and stepped out. 


He hoped his smile was apologetic. "Good morning." 
He only waited long enough for Holly to look at him before 
Carrying on, words rushing out of his mouth. "I hate to bear 
bad news, but Trey's not home yet -- he's on a call. Have 
you heard from him this morning?" 


Holly opened the back door of the car and ushered 
Lacey out. She offered Deuce a cursory nod before handing 
Lacey her princess Suitcase. "Yes, early. Said they were 
going out and he might not be home by eight." 


"Oh. I..." Deuce blinked twice. "Okay, then." And yet, 
there she was, dropping Lacey off. Interesting. "Morning, 
Little Beans." He stepped back to let her in. "Would you like 
to come in and wait for him to get here?" he offered, 
because he'd promised to be nice. It wasn't likely that she 
was going just to give him her daughter, after all. 


Lacey stopped in the middle of the pathway to the door 
and knelt down to unzip her backpack. "Big Beans, | brought 
Q her collar!" She withdrew a purple dog collar with what 
looked from Deuce's vantage point to be rhinestones. 
Something sparkly, anyway. 


"That is a very, very pretty necklace for her." Deuce 
smiled at her. "She's going to love it. Thank you so much for 
thinking of her. She's waiting for you inside, you know. She 
went right to the window when your mom pulled into the 
driveway." 


Lacey stood up and peered in the window. Sure 
enough, Q was waiting patiently, tail wagging. "I'll put it on 
her," Lacey said with a nod. "Then Dad will be surprised. 
Right, Deuce? He'll love it and be so surprised." She 
shouldered her backpack and went to kiss her mother 
goodbye. 


"He'll love it," Deuce agreed. He watched them for a 
moment and nodded. "He'll be surprised." Not nearly as 


much as Deuce was, probably. 


Holly kissed her daughter and leaned down to whisper 
something Deuce couldn't hear. Lacey nodded and clung to 
Holly for a moment, then let go and skipped her way back 
up the path. "Next I'm going to buy Six and Pi their collars, 
too. Only not with diamonds ‘cause that's for girls." She 
disappeared into the house. 


Deuce watched her go and hoped that Q would sit 
patiently while she tried to get the collar on. He looked back 
at Holly, not sure what to say. "Coffee? | can put some on." 


"No, thank you." Her tone was very even. "I need to get 
to work. Please have Trey call me as soon as he's home." 


"Of course." He nodded, almost turned to go in, and 
stopped. "Holly." He stopped again, and looked at her, then 


took a couple of steps toward her car. 


She looked up at him from the open doorway of her 
vehicle. In the morning light, with the sun slanting through 
the trees and making her blonde hair shimmer, she looked 
very pretty. It was not hard to see why Trey had fallen for 
her, once upon a time. "Yes?" 


“Thank you." He was a little surprised to find that he 
really meant it. "For this. And for Q's collar. That was very 
nice." 


"She talks about those dogs all the time. She's allowed 
to do what she likes with the money she's earned, and she 
wanted a collar." Holly looked at Deuce and repeated her 
earlier statement. "I need to hear from Trey as soon as he's 
home. If he's not home in an hour, tell Lacey to call me." 


He nodded once and backed up. He knew when he was 
dismissed. "Of course. Trey, ASAP, and if he's not home in an 
hour, Lacey will call you." 


"Thank you." She got into her car and spoke through 
the lowered window. "Lacey likes you. | don't know if | trust 
the judgment of a seven-year-old, but | don't have much 
else to go on." 


"Yet." Deuce grinned at her. "She likes you, too." 


"She isn't a teenager yet. That will change." She 
started her car and backed down the driveway, then drove 
off. 


Deuce walked into the house, talking to himself. "I'll 
probably be the only one she likes when she's a teen 'cause 
I'm the guy without grounding authority." He shook his head 


and looked around. "So. How's the collar fitting going?" 


Q looked at him with a morose expression. Lacey was 
trying to fit the new one over Q's head without unbuckling it 
first, and both of them were frustrated. "I can't get it on her. 
And she keeps moving. And then she licks me a lot and 
won't let me hold her." 


"Okay, how about we try it this way?" He crouched 
down next to them. "You pet her and give her chin 
scratches. I'll see if there's a secret to this thingy -- which, 
by the way, is beautiful. Maybe it has a password or 
something. A magic word like for your tricks. Do we know 
any magic words?" He took the collar from her hands and 
gave it a very careful examination. 


"Please." Lacey sat back on her heels and watched. 
"And thank you. Those are magic words." 


“They sure are. Especially thank you. It's amazing how 
thank you makes people feel good." He ran the collar 
around in his hands and tried to get it open as subtly as he 
could. "Do we know any magic opening words?" 


They discussed opening words, both magical and non, 
until Q's collar was resting comfortably around her neck and 
Lacey was delighted. "I'll draw her picture," she announced, 
"so | can show my teacher. My teacher has a dog." She went 
to find her paper and markers that were always in a box 
under her bed. 


Just as Deuce was wondering if Lacey ate at Holly’s or 
if he might have to fix her breakfast, Q got up off the floor 
and went to the window again. Sure enough, Trey was 
pulling in the driveway. 


"Hey, Little Beans? Your dad is home." Deuce went to 
the door and opened it, probably more eager than Lacey or 


any of the dogs to see him. 


"Tell him to come see my picture." She was stationed at 
the kitchen table with no intent of moving, obviously. 


Trey came up the walk with his gear bag in one hand 
and keys in the other. "Hi. | need to find out where Holly and 
Lacey are," he said with a sigh. 


"Holly, | assume, is at work." Deuce smiled at him. 
"Lacey is busy making a masterpiece at the kitchen table. 
No adult time this morning, sorry. You have to call Holly right 
this instant, though. I'm pretty sure she set a bomb to go off 
and do me in if you don't." 


"Lacey's here?" Trey paused to kiss him. "I told Holly | 
was going to be late, and she didn't answer. | thought for 
sure that meant she was dragging Lace to work with her." 


He was already pulling his phone from his pocket. "She left 
Lacey here? With you?" 


"I even said thank you. But you definitely need to call 
her, and | need to get myself to the office." He'd wait for 
Trey to call and for another kiss before he went, though. 


Trey dropped his gear bag and sat down on the top 
porch step. He motioned Deuce down next to him and 
listened to the phone ring on the other end of his call. 
Deuce could hear when Holly picked up, but couldn't make 
out her words. 


"Hey, I'm home." Trey chewed his thumbnail and 
listened. "Uh-huh. Yeah, she's good. Drawing something." 
There was a longer pause. "Yes. Thank you. Holls... you 
know there are days | can't help being late. If Deuce is here, 
there's no reason Mrs. Jacobs has to come over." Another 
pause. "I know. Can we play it by ear, then? Fine. Thank you. 
Yes, I'll check her homework folder before school." 


He hung up soon after and looked at Deuce. "Well. She 
left my kid here without me. I'm going to call it progress." 


"I'm going to call it a miracle. Honestly, | totally 
thought she would stay and wait, or leave again." Deuce 
shrugged one shoulder. "Progress is good. Is she mad? | 
mean about leaving Lacey, not just in general. | know she's 
mad in general." He rolled his eyes. Holly was pissed in 
general, and the world knew it. 


Trey appeared to be contemplating that. "I'm not sure," 
he finally said. "She sounded like she was annoyed but 
trying to hide it. Which, hey. Holly doesn't ever try to hide 
that. I'm going to go with ‘she's sort of mad but is trying to 
get over it’. And it's not something we need to worry about 
for the next four days. Are you late for work? Damn, we 
need to figure out something to do on the days you can't 
stay home. Looks like Mrs. Jacobs next door is back on the 
list." 


“Dude, | sit at a desk. The world won't fall apart if I'm 
half an hour late, ever." Deuce leaned into Trey and nuzzled 
his neck. "You're home today so | can work through lunch. I'll 
be home at my usual time. Don't worry about it, okay?" 


"Okay. Can you stay home instead?" 


"Nope. But I'd like to book you for adult time at your 
earliest convenience." 


Trey managed to look disappointed and full of 
anticipation all at once. "Adult time starts tonight at 
approximately nine-thirty, after child bedtime. Don't be 
late." 


"I'll find you." Deuce kissed Trey and then looked back 


into the house. "Hey, Little Beans!" he called out. 


"Hey, Big Beans!" came the faint answer from inside. 
Deuce saw Trey smile. 


Laughing, Deuce yelled in, "I gotta go to work. You 
have fun at school, okay? And take care of your dad for me." 


"Okay," Lacey called back. "When you get home I'll 
show you my poster of Healthy Foods and Unhealthy Foods. 
You'll think it's really great." 


Trey snorted. "I like how she tells you what to think." 


"Sadly, she's usually right. | think all her stuff is really 
great." He was, he had to admit, a little smitten with the 
seven-year-old. Not nearly as much as with her dad, though. 
"Going now. Kiss me again." 


Trey stood and leaned in. With a hand on Deuce's face, 
he kissed him gently, even snaking his tongue out to lick at 
Deuce's mouth. "Nine-thirty. Adult time." One more kiss, 
then he pulled back. "I love you." 


"| love you back." He hadn't ever thought that losing 
his home to a fire would be the best thing that could happen 
to him, but here he was. Maybe losing a little to gain a lot 
really did happen -- all it took was being lucky enough to 
have the right hero there to save the day. 


Deuce looked at Trey, then the house they were 
Sharing, the life they were making together. He could hear 
the puppies yipping inside and thought about how a bunch 
of random numbers -- two, three, six, 3.14 -- had strung 


themselves together to be part of a family. "I love it all." 


After that, it was easy to go to work. He knew it would 
all be there waiting for him when he came home. 


End 


